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IN CITY COUNCIL

October 2, 1995

COUNCILLOR SULLIVAN

COUNCILLOR DUEHAY

COUNCILLOR GALLUCCIO

MAYOR REEVES

VICE MAYOR RUSSELL

WHEREAS: This City Council often times recalls the achievements and experiences of the
Citizenry of Cambridge; and

WHEREAS: In continuing this tradition, this City Council now pauses to remember the life of
Benjamin F. Oaken, entrepreneur, and founder of the Bicycle Exchange; and

WHEREAS: Ben was born on January 11, 1910, attended Cambridge Public Schools and
graduated from the Harvard Grammar School (now City Hall Annex) and
Cambridge High and Latin School, Class of 1928; and

WHEREAS: Ben studied architecture as a member of MIT’s class of 1933 and with his
brothers, Ben worked in a number of entrepreneurial ventures during the Great
Depression, one of which was a bicycle renting businesses; and

WHEREAS: The Bicycle Exchange was founded in Beck Hall at the corner of Massachusetts
Avenue and Harvard Street in 1934 and in 1936 it moved to 3 Bow Street, the
site it occupied until it closed 55 years later in 1991; and

WHEREAS: Ben Oaken was always a doer and a builder, he was a founding member of the

American Youth Hostels in 1934 and also a founder in 1947, of the National
Bicycle Dealers Association, an organization of which he was later president and
in the early 1950’s he served as president of the Harvard Square Business
Association; and



WHEREAS:

WHEREAS:

ORDERED:

ORDERED:

During the late 1950’s and through the 60’s, Ben worked closely with Dr. Paul
Dudley White and was the moving force and principal architect of the bicycle
path around the Charles River Basin which bears Dr. White’s name; and

Ben died in 1994 leaving a void in the lives of all his surviving family; his wife,
Roselyn; his sons, Charles, Jonathan J. and Richard; his brother, Dr. Harry; and
his six grandchildren; now therefore be it

That this City Council go on record designating the new bump out on Bow Street
as Benjamin F. Oaken Plaza; and be it further

That the City Clerk be and hereby is requested to make the necessary
arraignments for a suitable dedication ceremony.

In City Council October 2, 1995
Adopted by the affirmative vote of nine members.
Attest:- D. Margaret Drury, City Clerk.

A true copy; ¥9. W Mzg
ATTEST:-

D. Margaret Drury
City Clerk



OC“‘Q‘)L/ 3 f??d"

7/

r Cowneitlon

Setag s

‘qu..rm

-l'eﬁ\ C—."'t3 Q&».~|.'-\ %‘*"“ 3 pans r&}&\\\ L\ w
S A

schieoarmants  oa® axgasiaces of 4ha ‘

2+.‘%@=2% Qm&.:%g ; & o

, ¥ ¥ TP Ly €,aO)

:.A. '&"\-: C~‘— CQWQ‘

%‘?

.__:L.:gm;;

?&MW t\a (:Fq o%

= ? Q_&’\ ﬁ,l\* PLM' ou--& ?‘.‘»\&QII

\D(‘\g '4‘&

6-&.~ W D (Dﬁfob o A s»ws'\ o ‘?'0 otie H&

.

Brorn the Hocge-9 Sﬁuxm_gr 5q.\...\g. Cas <3

C‘-‘ h‘&.(k AM) &&Q C&M\ D\o} ‘[\\k

“J
Mg Codkd " BaA ot Sliss ol w:os o a&

\A\}pt ad

'6""&__;"""‘&:'_“9 °‘m\‘“+19:‘*" &) 5 r\lr\‘ai’

ot MTITS clessy of 1933 oa® ooeh kis

‘31\ ‘g:ri éu Qﬁrk&g :‘" o~ 4“M¥Q’ QF

Q’L“"s pr oA aen ~ ool QS«**’-‘-{ &V":‘*_B t"\'3..._....

Sreat lﬁ-ﬁf";-"’ = . ene o) Ohich

Wed o Siejale vents 2y Eosiness » wal

Q ;

Whaeraetnd

"Q._ @Tee'ssg, g;sssaa;*\a Do D \1«*,\9@9

Reste dlatl ob &l Ggrace 0% Wads .
allndatdts A lanva Q—N-Q k‘\rgarg Sk e at

3 Red §j~r¢d" et ST+ & % Sce o O

.

wntsl & Q(g;mg {Q:a\s.fs (& R

.~ (Q‘Q( 3 %\Q

4

\b \«&&Lﬂ :

e

64_4 70(‘4"\ Do s Q-\Qi.%) O Q&f Q.&QQ;



Switdar he w08 o ;gw'\g *\ R

S

of tle “hAMGE T L el Naa-l-._g; Y A

aand alaw S Q»-ea.«ﬁo_p O s Ftha
4

A[m.i’bn‘o.s ; . ' L }a..(gr} A-;&Qg?e»-ki‘&g

S, .»:}\_~§&+r!ﬁ <F QQT-&; kg,&\.i (“"L\".

/

he 3 acand as BrestPent oF tlo Hardad

Saywere  Baniaesd A'QQ\ ot ._.‘Q 5
J

4

Cbhg a5

Decian the (obx (TS0 il e t(ng,,.\\«.’d«:
~

m Koea. MLM:- Dk 'bf.h\gesu\

°‘_‘.\.~Q 3'sﬁ-§~f0~.‘ o ceh. +¢g£~ QF'

ﬁ.&- b %S-\A ?_&T'Q gfﬂ»ﬁg 'QK.I. :

&&'(&i &&l— /60*5*'\ ‘D('Sri(f\ SQ&...PA
Y L&k."-‘(—l_.__g ALA 7 haa

o

ISk SRS e leedioy o se-8

s P v 3as 4B aft 4% %w'ﬁtblk\

R&:\%: Wi & Fa KQUdt‘ Wiy Sead
Chnotas Js \‘e#'\ T ead Q_&\uu-g

(’LT‘S er\t'g‘v" }r, (Q‘L’ﬁ * §~& C\Ak S K

‘riagss.\.(ovné‘ ASD 'ﬁLk.k-\§'Q(Q. ‘Q\:E
Pl

e

DRISRED .

\(Q\t &k :j SZG\ © A...&t‘ gf\

Pﬁi&s& Seas ::)%_..*-:..EW ) OO TR W A =
&h!;gg 37 " P G = B I 9% JSteeab =3

@5,\.': P T O(Cen ?‘&10\- ‘ O.!\Q

(‘Q_& f& :uu-\rexto

CRVELED

7@:1’* “Hﬂ.g S Clas K ba ua\& L\A.»c: &.\6

I M_-sr.u.ii» to  MeWe tha @_
ST R

b»‘*w_;sb_**wa Lo e haay

%y




9-26-19965 5:18PM FROM HARVARD STUDENT AGCY 617 496 8815

Richard M. Olken

53A Church Street. Cambridge. MA 02138-5724

September 26, 1995

TO: Mr. John E. Flynn 9 Pages
Deputy City Clerk
City of Cambndge

By FAX: 349-4307
Dear Mr. Flynn,

When we spoke, you said that it would be helpful in relation to naming the proposed plaza
after my Father if I would provide you some biographical material. I enclose a few pieces
including:
Obituary from the Boston Globe of April 4, 1994
Obituary in Harvard Square Business Association Newsletter of May, 1994
Obituary from Bicycle Dealer Showcase, June 1994
Article on the closing of the Bicycle Exchange from the Boston Globe of
November 2, 1991
Article on the closing of the Bicycle Exchange from the Harvard Crimson of
November 4, 1991

1 would also like to give you a brief review of Ben Olken's life and accomplishments as
they relate to his love for Cambridge, and the relevance of naming a site near the former
location of The Bicycle Exchange for him.

Benjamin F. Olken was born January 11, 1910 in Boston and moved to Cambridge, with
his family, as an infant. He attended Cambridge Public Schools and graduated from the
Harvard Grammar School (now City Hall Annex) and Cambridge High and Latin School
(class of 1928). He studied architecture as a member of MIT's class of 1933. With his
brothers, Ben worked in a number of emrepreneurial ventures to make ends meet during
the Great Depression. One of these ventures, a bicycle renting business, caught on and the
Bicycle Exchange was founded in Beck Hall at the corner of Mass. Avenue and Harvard
Street (now site of the Inn at Harvard) in 1934, In 1936 the Bicycle Exchange moved to 3
Bow Street, the site it occupied until it closed S5 years later in 1991.

Ben Olken was always a doer and a builder. He was a founding member of the American
Youth Hostels in 1934. He was also a founder, in 1947, of the National Bicycle Dealers
Association, an organization of which he was later president. In the early 1950's he served
as president of the Harvard Square Business Association and has been credited with
introducing Christmas lights and decorations to Harvard Square.
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In the late 1950's and through the '60's Ben worked closely with Dr. Paul Dudley White
and he was the moving force and principal architect of the bicycle path around the Charles
River Basin which bears Dr. White's name. Ben never sought the limelight for this and
other achievements. He always concerned himself with the results not the glory.

I think this will give you some feeling for the man and his achievements for Cambndge and
for the wider world. T will be happy to provide any other facts or anecdotes that you may
find helpful. And of course I will be pleased to assist you in any way to achieve the
permanent recognition which my Father has earned.

Thanks for your help in this. Please feel free to contact me if I can be of any help.
My phone number is 495-9639. ‘

Sincerely,

ko Ol

Richard M. Olken
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Benjamin F. Olken, 84; founded
bicyeling firms in Cambridge

Benjamin F. Olken of Longboat
Key, Fla., founder of The Bicycle
Exchange in Cambridge, died Satur-
day in Sarasota, Fla He was 8.

Born in Cambridge, Mr. Olken
graduated from Cambridge High
and Latin School in 1928 and from
Massachusetts Institute of Technol-
ogy in 1933. He algo studied at the
Boston Architectural Center. He re-
tired to Florida in 1988.

Mr. Olken’s professional career
was dedicated to the sport of bicy-
cling. He founded The Bicycle Ex-

change in Harvard Square in 1934.

In the same year he was 2 founding
member of the American Youth Hos-
tel Program. The living room at the
Boston Youth Hostel is named in his
honor.

In 1950 he founded the Dawes
Distributing Co., which imported the
first racing bikes from England. In
1952 he began importing Italian mo-
tor scooters into the area through
his company, Lambretta of New
England. Another of his companies,
Ben Olken Inc, began importing
high-quality Asian bicycles into the
region.

and he served on cardiologist Paul

Dudley White’s Committee for Safe '

Bicyeling. Harvard University annu-

Mr. Olken was a past president .
of the National Bicyele Dealer’s As- |
sociation, past president of the Har- |
vard Square Business Association

ally presents an award for entrepre-
neurial spirit named for Mr. Olken
and his late twin brother, Henry.

He lesves his wife, Roselyn (Ro-
gatnick); three sons, Charles of Ala-
meda, Calif, Jonathan J. of New
York City and Richard of Brookline;
a brother, Dr. Harry of Swampscott;
and six grandchildren.

Funeral services will be today at
noon in Levine Chapel in Brookline.
Burial will be in Sharon Memorial
Park in Sharon.

)
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Check Out A Museum: To make the
Harvard University art museums more
accessible to Cambridge residents, Harvard
has issued two adult passes to each of the
seven Cambridge system public libraries.
Library card holders can check out the
onc-day passes, like they would check out a
book, and use them for entrance to the
lFogg, Busch-Reisinger, and Arthur M.

The Harvard Square Business Associa-
tion mourns the passing of Benjamin F
Otken: Cambridge born and educated en-
trepreneur, founder of the Bicycle Exchange
in Harvard Square, and past president of the
Harvard Square Business Association, 1951 -
[953.

A graduate of Cambridge High and
Latin Schooland M.1L'T. (Class 0 1933), Ben
Olken made a career from his lifelong pas-
sion for the sport of bicycling. A year out
of college, he founded the Harvard Square
Bicycle Exchange on Bow Street, finding a
community of adult bicycle enthusiasts in
Cambridge that existed in few other places.
He founded companies to import racing
bikes from England, motor scooters from
Italy, and high quality bicycles from Japan.
Olken himself got around happily on his
bike, notbuying a car until he was in his mid-
thirties. He served as a president of the Na-
tional Bicycle Dealer’s Association, was

Stars in their Suites: On one
weekend in April, guests at The Charles
Hotel included: the rock band Pearl Jam
former president of Haiti, Jean Bertrand
Avistide, Winnie Mandella, American Red
Cross Director Elizabeth Dole, Jurassic
Park author Michael Crighton, actor and

playwright Steve Martin, and gun control
advocates James and Sarah Bracly

)

named by cardiologist Paul Dudley White
to his Committee on Safe Bicycling, and was
a founding member of the American Youth
Hostel Program.

To his Harvard Squarc business neigh-
bors, Ben Olken was an astute businessman
and a congenial friend - wise, funny and
gencrous. “When he walked into anybody's
shop, everyone would perk-up,” says Justin
Slate (Bob Slate Stationers), whose father,
Ben Olken, and Orman Humphrey (Briggs
& Briggs) were “closer than brothers.” Ben
donated 10-speed’ bicycles as prizes for
bikathon fund raisers for the Diabetes Asso-
ciation - and as raffle prizes at HSBA out-
ings. “His passing marks the end of an era in
Harvard Square,” Says Slate.

Ben’s son, Richard Olken, is the Gen-
eral Manager of Harvard Student Agencies
and serves on the Harvard Square Business
Association Board of Directors.

Ben Olken will be missed.

New Members

Serge Delisle, Bow Street Flowers, 30
Piympton St., 492-0080. A unique new
flower shop, specializing in stunning
garden-look arrangements.

Gail Pettiford Willett, Savanna Books,
1132 Mass. Ave., 868-3423. Specializing in
books about children and young adults of
color. Savanna also offers a bookm obile,
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Ben Olken Dies; Pioneer
Distributor in New England

enjamin £ Olken, both a bicy-
cle dealer and distributor dur-
ing his long, successful career,
died in April after an extended ill-
ness in Sarasota, Fla. He was 84,
Mr. Olkens bicycle ties go back
o his college days. Longtime friend
Armand Antolini, owner of Malden
Cyclery in Malden, Mass., remem-
bers the fledgling entrepreneur
reniing bicycles at 25 cents an hour,
In faci, while in high school,
Ancolini worked for him for the
princely suim of 10 cents an hour in
those Depression days. “On a busy
day, when all six bikes were rented,
he would commandeer mine 10
rent,” Antolini related
Whean it proved impossible to
lind work as an architect in 1930s
Boston (he studied at the Boston
Architectural Center after graduat-

Ben Olken

Continued from page 11

ing from the Massachusetts
Institute of Technology in 1933),
Mr. Olken eked out a living by tak-
ing tourists around Boston area his-
torical landmarks. This led to the
purchase of a few bikes for week-
end rentals and eventually 1o the
founding of The Bicycle Exchange
on Harvard Square in 1934. Ben
Lalvee, owner of a small distribu-
torship at the time, used to call on
him in those early days, It was the
beginning of a §0-year relationship.
“He was a delightful person.”
Lawee said. "Normally, dealers don'c
treat salespeople very graciously,
but he would always t1ake me out
lor coffee or tunch.”

“He (ook great joy in teaching
all those Harvard kids how (o select
the right bike,” said John Auerbach,
director of the Cycle Parts and

JUNE

Ben Olken

ACcessories Associagion.

Mr. Olken started Dawes
Distributing Co. in 1950. The com-
pany imported Duwes racing bikes
from England, the first in a succes-
sion of lighiweight bikes from
Europe and Asia thac Mr. Olken in-
troduced to the East Coast. His bi-
cycie distributorship became Ben
Olken Inc., 4 major regional dis-
tributor of Motobecane and later
Univega bicycles. Mr. Olken sold

Continued on page 13

17994

Service Cycle Supply Co. “He knew

1

everything about the bicycle industry

this business to Lawee [nc. in 1988
and retired to Florida.

“Working for Ben was like going to
Sen Olken University,” said Bernie
Kotiter, now.a vice president at

Lawee. Because of the scareity of

product in the boom years of 1971-

72. dealer friends clamored to get the
bikes. Mr. Olken started selling them
1o other dealers, and this blossomed
into & full-fledged distributorship

For four years, Ben Olken Inc
was basically a onc-person cpera-
tion, As the business grew, its terri-
tory graduaily cxpanded to ail of

He was really 2 great guy—intelligent,
sincere and an astute businessman.”

Kotlier, who joined Mr. Clken'’s
firm in 1976. said the wholesale opera-
tion grew out of a conwiner-load of
Motobecane bikes that Mr. Olken or-
dered through his business associate

New England, then to the mid-
Atlantce sates. “He was an impor-
tant figure to young dealers entering
the business,” Kotlier said. “He
heiped with credit and site selec-
tions [or dealers who wanted to
open new sores,”

As a distribugor, Mr, Olken was
atways willing to help entrepre-
neurs involved in s@r-up ventures.
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whether they were dealers or man-
ulacturers, “He was always right
there when you needed advice,
said Mike Zane, president of
Kryptenite Corp., the Boston-based
security device manufacturer. "He
was very motivaiional in helping
you and letting you know how he¢
perceived the market.”

Mr, Olken was active in the early
years of the National Bicycle
Dealers Association (NBDA) and
served as president in the mid-
1960s. “Some of the stuff in the
early years was quasi-political
whea it didn't need to be,” said
Harley Phillips of Harleys Cycle
Supply in Mutchinson, Kan.. who
served on the NBDA board with
Mr. Olken, "Ben would always cut
1o the quick and get the mectings
back on track.” ’

Don Wares, president of
Wares Cycle Inc. in Milwaukee,
who also worked closely withoMr,
Olken in the association’s early
years, remembers it as a some-
what rambunctious time. "We'd
tiry to btuff our way through
Roberts Rules of Order over
some hot issue,” he said. "I'd ar-
gue with Ben, ‘You don't know
anymore 2bout it [pariiamentary
procedure] than 1 do.” They dont
know the difference either. he'd
reply, 'so fets get on with it.”

“He really wanted to take the
NBDA in the right direction,”
commented Wilbur Scout, owner
of Campus Bike Shop in
Columbus, Ohio, who also
worked with Mr, Olken 10 the as-
sociation. “He seeincd more inter-
ested in doing the right thing than
going around saying he was presi-

. dent of the NBDA."

Mr. Olken’s ploneering cfforis
in bicycle advocacy are nowble, He
helped push through construction
of a bike path along the Charles
River in Cambridge, Mass., and
singlehandedly measured the paih
over a period of months when the
municipal government was unable
to provide manpower.

Yet his advocacy did not
spring only from his business tes
and his training as an architect.
but also {rom his having lived
through the Depression, and see-
ing how bicycles could be used
for transporiation when times
were tough,

Mr. Olken was also a founding
member of the American Youih
Hostel Program. The living room
of the Boston Youth Hostel is
named in his honor. and Harvard

FROM HARVARD STUDENT AGCY 617 496 8815

University annuaily presents an
award {or entrepreneurial spirit
named for Mr. Olken and his [ate
twin brocher, Henry. “He saw a
gereration of Harvard students go
by," Kotlier said, “and most of
them were on his bikes.”

Mr. Olken was described by
his colleagues as 2 people person.
*1 found him delightful 1o work
with when we met at distributor
meetings.” said Harry Manko,
president of Service Cycle Supply
Co. Kotlier added that Mr. Olken
was an early believer in Norman
Vincent Pealed power of positive
thinking philosophy. “He always
said things were great no matter
how bad they were.”

For example, on a round-the-
world tour the Olkens and Lawees
took togather, Lawee rejoined Mr.
QOlken aher the lagter had spent a
day of sightseeing. “How do you
feel?” Lawee remembered asking,
When Mr, Olken replied “Great!”
Lawee said, “How can you say
‘greac,’ when you lock exhaust-
ed?” "Well." Mr. Olken replied,
“after you say it, you really do
teel betier.”

A lifelong cigar lover and con-
noisseur, he smoked them wher-
ever he traveled, including a fong
European train trip with former
bicycle distributor Richard
Larsen. president of R.H. Brown
Co. “You had o gither join him
or get ofl the train," Larsen re-
ported good-naturedly

His son Richard, who owred
The Bicycle Exchange for many
yeass, s2id his {ather conducied
business almost 10 the very end.
Long before he died, Mr. Olken
had (retied over a piece of proper-
ty that had been leased and then
became vacant, Finally a buyer
was found, and after many delays,
the deal was ¢zt to close.

Richard called his father in
Florida to let him know that the
esciow papers were finally being
signed. but was aftaid thac in his
deteriorating condition. his father
might aot know what was going
on, "He was 100 percent ciear-
headed and asked a number of
pertinent questions,” Richard
said. "When we were [inished, he
said, 'Thats it, I'm not going (o
work anymore.” He died the E:I-
lowing day. E 3

Surviving are his wile, Roselym;
three sons, Richard, Charles and
Jjonathan; a brother and seven
grandchildren.

— Wit Jarvis
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A _er 57 years, an entrepreneur
heels out of Harvard Square

' ';:_* : By David Arnold * - ken said the other day, dressed — as always

B B cwapsr,ur _ - in tweeds and a knit tie. An energetic el-
T _der with wire-rimmed spectacles and a
'AMBRIDGE When Beﬂ.]amm beard the texture of fleece, Olken was the
Olken ﬁj:a ted rentmg bieycles ~ bieycle professor of Harvard Square. i
frony‘a: “pinall shop in. - Harvard For b7 years the small shop at the cor-
Squaye,: ‘theve was no'such thing ner of Massachusetts Avenue and Bow
as a btcwle Jock. The.two-wheel- . Street was his life and a livelihood for his
er of cho:ce was made by I‘ltchpmgguns .+ children, grandchildren and an estimated
! mn(h anq had woqden rims. (o . 900 men and woinen who have worked be-
b “The’ yw wa.s’ j934. ‘I\‘olleye rumbled ., hind the counter through the years
d,own Massachusetu) Avenue and’ Lhe annual After renting a small space across the
Ak tultlon at Harvapd: Upiyersity hit $400. 0)- ~ , street for two years, Olken bought 3 Bow
ke ‘eharged 26¢ ax;! hour at The Blc.YCle Ex- . - St for $10,000 in 1936 and eventually added
_,Qhapge to.anyonggwilling to promise they . three upper floors, Last summer he sold the
m‘\rq‘ g not rid,e ugh a pudde Water ~ building for an undisclosed swm to Omni
,;lqmteqed'the Sllelli iL]thaf held the tires to Travel Services Jne. A fellow Harvard
the rims, i rlT T, " Square shopkeeper said that, putting it
i ,r,xA( 6 . tomgl}t TT}\}! Bicycle, : ExchangL -+ mildly, “Ben made out just fine.”

@eg itg doors for keeps. And; like Perby ., ! = Olken says that holding onlo the busi-
}he}gew‘aler, chk }-{'a[l Waldorf;,.Cmmson 'r‘lé«fr nesy made little finaneial sense.!
EHY amexa and 'Iaslo .Sam, fI‘he Bncycle.F‘x \w 3 - “We were paymg laxes\for a four-foor
o h STt e

'e'bq when A travel p.gent can Jnakc the same
.fg'om San s Gdésk,"t o be

" _buﬂdmg o run 2’ $1.5- milljgn annual busi-
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id, seated in the mlddie of a stOre
1ose racks, posters, thold "ind file

vinets were dlsappeamlg at ﬁr‘e«

Ir. 1.

epnces it v w\, P
Within eamhol{w& Panl Shea
e of the bargain huntena and a

gtime ciistomer now living in

ookline. Shea cotnpared Harvard -

uare to Brooklire® Village, where -, 4 ',

gaid several tradxtlonal fdrmly-
a shops had recently béen “Iost” to
scale cheese, eroissaht. zmd woem-
's underiwéhe skobs/
“Ttie, laealf,h of & retail commum

is in it diversify,” ’bhea said,
ning - that Harvar Sqmu was
coming “homogemzed 2. The city~

Cambridge #hotild "have offered
¢ incentives to relieve the preqsure
gell, Shea argued. -

“Now wail a mmutel’ Olken
mtered, “Times change. The city
ads Lhat tax money. Schoots need

Olken gaid he had a hfet.lme‘

ead of him for his news passion, de-
ming “stained-glasswindows.- 1t
alime to leave behind a lifetime of
yeles; at 81 years, he ‘satd, it ivas
1e to flip the record.

Side One had been a long play
leed.

Olken majored in engineering at‘

» Massachusetts Institute of Tech- -
ogy, graduating at the{)::qigllt'pf

‘uo\' (

.i'ﬁ_ ¢los

Joh e

1ttes were
oemented to -

. woodeu rims with

§§" v shelllic‘ if a client

r()de _through a
puddle, the

adheslve failed and
- the tires turned
e’“gt@ésm rubber ;

arouﬁd the wheels.

&

the Gmat DL[J)‘BS\IOH in 1933 after
ﬁnancmg ‘his tuition largely by sell-
ing and exchangmg second-hand
books, elothes <. and bicycles, ergo,
T’hc Blcycle Exchange

=¢ Total Invéhlory in 1934, when Q)-

ken rented a small space in a Har-
“vard dormitory located at the site of
tlze new: Inn it Harvard, was four bi-
cvc]es, théir brands unknown In the
autumn of 1934, James Michael Cup-

ley was vying for Gov. Joseph Ely's -

job, a bandleader named Ozzie Nel-

son wasplaying. Boston with the -

‘ band's ney vocalist, one Harriet Hil-
|J.ir'd and Da\'hs Department Store

s up shop
: Harvard Square

Z s

at 124 Summer St. was aﬁ"cnng spe-
cials on BabO cleanger and a spank-

¢ -

ing new toy for the kids culled a ve- - i

locipede.

Bicycles had been around since

shortly after the Civil War, but sel-
dom were considered more than

child’s play when the affordable -

automobile started rolling off Ford s B .
' .nswmbly line. The velocipede adver-

tised in 1934 Globe editions was a

with ball

case in point = "peppy”’

$2.98, It was, in fact, a tricyele.

. N » . 5
“Practically ho one was making

bicyeles back then,” Olken said. Bik-
ing was then what sky-diving is to-
day. It took eourage. And it took les-
sons. Olken started offering instruc-
tton — three hours a week for 14
weeks made you an expert. The only
perzon who ever failed hitn was a pi-
“ano teacher too fearful of falling on
her hands.

By 1936 Otken owned several bi-
eycles made by Iver Johnson,-a
Fitchburg gunsmith. The tires were
cemented to wooden rims with shel-

lac; if a client rode through a puddle,.

the adhesive failed, and the  tires

twmed like greased rubbpr amund"'

the wheels.

- bearing wheels and a bell, all for -

2o Y
Benjamln Olken Mlo opletied his

Hdi'vnrd Square shop In l‘l‘M and

son Richard presldo over the landmark § going-out-of-business sale.

: ' XS
seiiing fat-tived two-wheelers cnl!ed
Rollfast, Harvard; Sterling, Star and

guch 4 Schwind, Raleigh and Co-
lumbia.

. Olken and the Béston arid Maine
Cofp..ratlroad initated the bike train.
The B&M would pick a new destina-
tion each weekend, and Olken pro-

:‘In"the late 19405, businesh; liké ﬂded the rental bikcs from the bag-
bmycle tires, ballooned with the rush -
of war veterans lo government-pald”
.college educations. By the early .
49505, the Bicycls Exchdrige was
. ) ; S

gage car On one sdch tvip th Keene,
N.H"4n elderly; B&M baggage hiin-

sexy,” " Olken recalls the handler r

- porting as he returned his bicycle.
Lovell Diamond, fade by wmpameé;. i

Business peaked forr The Bieye!

‘Exchange in the early 1970s, accor«

ing to Olken's 46-year-old son Ricl
ard, who eventually took over mai

agetent of the store. He employc

as many as 80 employees in 1973 ¢
10-gpeed bicycles bhecame increa

- ingly reliable and inexpensive.

How does he feel abiont going o

- of business?
dler decided to ivg the sport a try. -

“A bit like I'm managing my ow

“*First hme M ycars I've feit s . W'lke' Richard said.

254966 =926
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Qperau’on ~ Rescue  activists
amved at the clinic early in the
mormung and chained themselves to

IV weaNvAY AV gl
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Bicycle Exchange Closes
Its Doors After 57 Years

By JEREMY A. DAUBER

The wheels have stopped tuming
at 3 Bow St,

The Bicycle Exchange. a family-
owned and operated bicycle shop,
closed its doors for the last ime at 6
p.m. Sawurday, ending 57 years of

service 1o the Harvard Square com-

muniry.
Benjamin Olken who founded
The Bicycle Exchange, sold the

building last summer to Omni Trav- .
el Services. Inc.. for an undisclosed

sum. Olken.said that they decided
to ciose the shop after they received
“an offer (they] couldn’t refuse.”

" The Olken family has ‘owned

'and operared the~ store- since™its.
- founding in 1934: ‘Besides: ‘provid-"

ing service to Harvard bicyclists,
the store’s nes to.the University
stem from the fact that more than

20 family members have attended
‘the: College; “saxd - Richard "Olken

‘67, the store’s manager. Sharon M.
Olken 93 currently arends the Col-
lege.

“T used 1o have fights with my
father about whether [ should work
in the store on Samrdays or go 0

“@gviiva wsanr WIc vel tuaul, canmg

Harvard football games, which
felt were necessary 1o my soci
development.” Richard Olken said.

Olken said that due 1o his spenc
ing his whole life around
Square, - lus expenences. with th
store are differsnt. than- those ¢
most area- merchanws.” Olken' hs
been. working at the store. sinc.
1958, when he was only 13,500

Tve led my socxal life .and m
dcvclopmcnral hfe as._ well as, m;
business life here.” he'said.

Olken said that Operanng a stor:
in Harvard Square:is more compi:
camd than it 1s. clscwncr& ‘Becans:

you~ bave a:; corgomte;' structare

loommg over you. all”thc nmc: anc
yeUTIN 2R

' calling most of the’ shot’s'.-—‘v. i

“[Harvard Square’ mcrchans an.
the University) generally have sim:
lar goals; but Harvard makes itse!
knowr—=usually inpositive*way:
but not always;” Olken sajds“ s+

But in general. Olken characte:
1zed bis relations with the Univer
ty as “very positive.”

He said that many of his cu

Continued on page 5 -

1mson
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teased spendi
d apprenticest
> proposed a |
ach could be &
]studcnls and
in national serv
ler, the first Bla
-governor, follo
podium after

‘candidates. for
fices. s
ler spent much
ng Bush’s pol
1e said it is ano
ywing the status
ty emphasized
f. economic rec.
his, health car
ping a strong o
foad. |

Iso criticized B
devision in the
lection. ; Y

s use TV as an
ation, not as a
iassasination,” k

JC Vo

yntinued from f

4 froin the vote.
ntroversial propc
incil chair Robe:
ch would have s
1¢1l’s financial b
y failed to I

amenament would have |
with requiring a recom
from the finance commi
.measurcs appropnatmv 0

*.+izhe .doors . of - the - bul]dmg in an

‘Bicycle Store Closes

"-’éffort*fé:ifr'evenhthenchmc “from = Contmued fro 3l P CiEof thc ouncil’  budg

. g oL MNE —~‘-~: . om page 1 : ~ < § buaget. .

3 3 o5 see peoplc like Ihornas Profcsso T USTh mi
pemj' __.18 and perfoumng abomcns Torners “including “several profea- ._of. Er]ghsh and Amenc.in thcratur; v e

jack about anything bu

L iiDemonstrators’ from New Haven
Rhew said,

%0 New. ‘Hampshire satheréd across Emeritus] *Danie] Aaron, who are-

_ sors. came frorn the Harvard com-’
. Munity.” . 7

The: streezfrom the clinic o protest. -

By 10 3.m : the pro-choice counter-

“One of our carhest cusromers
was Larry Wylie—then a student,

always enjoying the je né5ais quol
of bxcyc]mg that always: _kept us
going.” he said, - ;

| Re'cy:ble, 1
Crimso

protcster; outnumbered the anti- now & professor emeritus—but
abomon protestcrs On one side of always a g&od customer,” Olken
- e wcet : pro-choice groups—held' aid. - ‘ -
"'sxgns.andJ:hamed “My.body, my=i=:“It’s. always. verv eratfiing .
: oml"_”." L ).. y my 3 I.[S..al\.hay> vcry_;'graqu_lng 10

Olken said Cambndoc is “a
haven and heaven™ for - Raleigh
bicycles, of which he said he has”
sold * hundredsof thousands e o

‘chmc , protesters ‘held red octagonal
_signs =Teading 7' Stop = : Abortions
Now, Stop Kﬂlme Babies,”. carried
Cl‘DS‘?es ~and ‘rosary beads and lis-
tened to speakers read .hymns znd
blbh assages,

~ﬁu-—-_:..«.-......— a—



WHEREAS:

WHEREAS:

ORDERED:

ORDERED:

During the late 1950’s and through the 60’s, Ben worked closely with Dr. Paul
Dudley White and was the moving force and principal architect of the bicycle
path around the Charles River Basin which bears Dr. White’s name; and

Ben died in 1994 leaving a void in the lives of all his surviving family; his wife,
Roselyn; his sons, Charles, Jonathan J. and Richard; his brother, Dr. Harry; and
his six grandchildren; now therefore be it

That this City Council go on record designating the new bump out on Box Street
as Benjamin F. Oaken Plaza; and be it further

That the City Clerk be and hereby is requested to make the necessary
arraignments for a suitable dedication ceremony.
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IN CITY COUNCIL

October 2, 1995

COUNCILLOR SULLIVAN
COUNCILLOR BORN
COUNCILLOR DUEHAY
COUNCILLOR GALLUCCIO
COUNCILLOR MYERS

MAYOR REEVES

VICE MAYOR RUSSELL
COUNCILLOR TOOMEY
COUNCILLOR TRIANTAFILLOU

WHEREAS:

WHEREAS:

WHEREAS:

WHEREAS:

WHEREAS:

WHEREAS:

This City Council often times recalls the achievements and experiences of the
Citizenry of Cambridge; and

In continuing this tradition, this City Council now pauses to remember the life of
Benjamin F. Oaken, entrepreneur, and founder of the Bicycle Exchange; and

Ben was born on January 11, 1910, attended Cambridge Public Schools and
graduated from the Harvard Grammar School (now City Hall Annex) and
Cambridge High and Latin School, Class of 1928; and

Ben studied architecture as a member of MIT’s class of 1933 and with his
brothers, Ben worked in a number of entrepreneurial ventures during the Great
Depression, one of which was a bicycle renting businesses; and

The Bicycle Exchange was founded in Beck Hall at the corner of Massachusetts
Avenue and Harvard Street in 1934 and in 1936 it moved to 3 Bow Street, the
site it occupied until it closed 55 years later in 1991; and

Ben Oaken was always a doer and a builder, he was a founding member of the
American Youth Hostels in 1934 and also a founder in 1947, of the National
Bicycle Dealers Association, an organization of which he was later president and
in the early 1950’s he served as president of the Harvard Square Business
Association; and
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Consent Order} #2

(e o KLeere,
Councillor S¢llivan and entire
membership rg: Resolution on the
life, achievVements and death of
Benjamin F. fOaken, Entrepreneur
and founderfof the Bicycle

Exchange. N O
J<d '})5&)

In City Council October 2, 1995





