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Fixed Gear
The Rising Popularity

of

Minimalist fixed gear bikes are gradually 
gaining in popularity around the world; 
Japan's Style Godfather Hiroshi 
Fujiwara put fixed gear on the map 
in Asia, and they are seen as a new 
fashion in Taiwan.
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 What are “f ixed-gear,” 
or “fixed wheel,” bicycles? To 
answer this question, we must 
go back to the earliest bicycle 
designs. In the 1880s, British 
engineer J. K. Starley–known 
as the “Father of the Bicycle”–
developed a transmission system 
consisting of a chain and gears. 
The gears were fixed in Star-
ley’s design, so the pedals were 
directly connected with the rear 
wheel. When the pedals move, 
the rear wheel also moves at the 
same rate. When the rider stops 
pedaling, as long as the bicycle 
continues to move, the rider’s 
feet must continue pedaling to 
keep up with the wheels. As long 
as the rider pedals forward, the 
bike will go forward; if the rider 

pedals backward, the bike will go 
backward. 

The state of affairs contin-
ued until the early 20th century, 
when freewheel bicycles ap-
peared and transformed bikes’ 
t ransmission systems. When 
riding a freewheel bicycle, you 
can pedal a few strokes, and then 
hold your feet still and let the 
bike coast. This is because the 
bicycle has a freewheel with a 
ratchet design.  

Fixed-gear single-speed 
bicycles therefore refer to bi-
cycles that lack a freewheel, and 
have old-style fixed gears. While 
fixed-gear bicycles have a single 
speed, this certainly does not im-
ply that all single-speed bicycles 
are fixed-gear bicycles. 

▲ When the rear wheel turns on an ordinary 
bicycle with a freewheel, the pedals don’t 
have to move. 

▲ When the rear wheel turns on a fixed-gear 
bicycle, the pedals must keep turning. 

Fixed-gear bikes have the 
simplest design of all bicycles, 
and are currently still used in 
track racing. Because track rac-

ing emphasizes the riders’ power 
and endurance, track bikes have 
no gear shifts and no brakes, and 
they attempt to achieve the high-
est degree of mechanical effi-
ciency. Legend has it that the first 
street fixed-gear bicycles were 
used by a group of track racers in 
San Francisco, who worked as bi-
cycle messengers while studying. 
Since they had no money and no 
street bicycles, they simply used 
training track bikes from their 
school to deliver messages. The 
messengers created a sensation 
by riding these track bikes–which 
lacked brakes or gear shifts–
which was how street fixed-gear 
bikes arose. 

The Origin of Street Fixed-gear Bikes

▲ Track bikes have no gear shifts and no 
brakes.

▲ A street fixed-gear bike.

The Rising Popularity
What is Fixed-Gear?
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 Sprocket thickness and chains: 
In order to withstand large pedal-
ing forces, fixed-gear bikes have 
fixed sprockets with a thickness 
of 1/8”, and are usually made of 
steel. The chain typically consists 
of a sturdy single-speed bicycle 
chain. 
 
 Width of rear dropouts: The 
rear fork dropouts on a fixed gear 
bike are 120 mm in width, com-
pare with 135 mm for MTBs, 130 
mm for road bikes, and 126 mm 
for old-style road bikes. 
 
 Frame geometry: Although 
fixed gear bicycle frames look 
similar to road bike frames, the 
seat post angle on road bikes in-
tended for long-distance riding is 
approximately 73°; in contrast, 
fixed-gear bikes maintain the 
74° (or greater) seat post angle 
of track bikes designed for brief, 
explosive bursts of speed and re-
sponsive handling. 
The RC distance (from the BB 
center point to the rear wheel 
center point) is also relatively 
short in order to emphasize ro-
bust transmission and responsive-
ness. This distance is approxi-
mately 370 mm in fixed-gear 
bikes (horizontal dropouts can be 
used to adjust the distance within 
a range of roughly 370-420mm), 

which is shorter than the 410 mm 
of ordinary road bikes. 
The bottom bracket is located 
relatively high on fixed-gear 
bikes. Because the fixed-gear 
design causes the pedals to rotate 
constantly when the bike is mov-
ing, it is possible for the pedals 
to strike the ground, causing an 
accident, when cornering. This 

GIOS Stilo:
Frame consists of welded 4130 Cr-mo plus electro-
plated 1” threaded front fork. This ultra-simple single-
speed design has no extra frills, and lets you rediscov-
er the pleasure of cycling. Can be converted to a track 
bike with a fixed freewheel, allowing riders to control 
their bike with their legs alone. NT$18,000, Timac Tai-
wan: 02-8571-2289.

Features of Fixed-gear Bicycles

potential problem is addressed by 
keeping the bottom bracket rela-
tively high above the ground. 
 
Chainwheels and cranks: Be-
cause track riders need to stay 
in a high gear to win races, the 
cranks on fixed-gear bikes are 
relatively short – usually 165-170 
mm. 
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Hubs: Fixed gear hubs and ordinary hubs differ with respect to the threads; because 
fixed gear bikes have fixed gears, the hub threads must be opposite each other in or-
der to hold the sprockets in place securely. Some manufacturers have introduced dual-
use hubs that have a fixed gear on one side and a freewheel on the other. 

Gear: Fixed-gear bikes have a fixed sprocket instead 
of the freewheel found on ordinary bikes. Fixed gear 
(right): two-way threaded hub + washers + cog + lock 
ring. Ordinary bike (left): unidirectional threaded hub + 
freewheel (single-speed or multiple speed). 

Rear dropouts: In contrast to the vertical dropouts 
on ordinary bikes, since fixed-gear bikes have no 
derailleurs to adjust the chain tightness, they are de-
signed with horizontal dropouts facing the rear. The 
horizontal dropouts allow the hub position to be ad-
justed, and thereby tighten the chain.

Brakes: Because classic fixed-gear bikes have 
no brakes, some bikes now leave the plant without 
brakes, and some even have no brake mountings. If 
you plan to mount brakes on your fixed-gear bike, you 
should confirm whether the bike you plan to buy has 
brakes or brake mountings. 

► On dual-use hubs with a fixed 
gear on one side and a freewheel 
on the other, the right side is forward/
reverse threaded for the fixed gear, and the 
left side has ordinary unidirectional threading. 

Brake
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Riding a fixed-gear bike is 
quite different from riding an or-
dinary bike. Make sure not to go 
too fast in the beginning. Going 
down hills is especially danger-
ous. It is best to install brakes to 
ensure that you can stop in the 
event of an emergency. You can 
always take the brakes off when 
you get used to the bike’s han-
dling. 

Reduce speed by putting 
your center of mass on your rear 
foot when the pedals are in a 

horizontal position, and simulta-
neously hook up with your for-
ward foot. Because it’s difficult 
to master this trick at first, make 
sure to practice a few times and 
get used to stopping before tak-
ing the bike out on the road. And 
always pay attention to road con-
ditions. 

The pedals will continue to 
rotate when cornering, so either 
corner quickly with the foot on 
the corner side on top, or slow 
down and reduce the cornering 
angle in order to keep your pedal 
from striking the ground. 

Pedaling forward will cause 
the fixed gear to get even tighter, 
and pedaling backward will cause 
the fixed gear to rotate in reverse, 
pushing open the lock ring, but 

Precautions When Riding a Fixed-gear Bike

both will cause a gap between the 
fixed gear and lock ring. Because 
of this, tighten the lock ring ev-
ery time you have ridden the bike 
for a while. 

As far as gear ratio is con-
cerned, the chainwheel ordinar-
ily has 46-48T. It is better to 
select an easier gear ratio in the 
beginning, such as 2.5-2.8 (front 
sprocket teeth/rear sprocket 
teeth). The rear sprocket can have 
17, 19, or 21 teeth. Please note 
that the gear ratio cannot be equal 
to three or other whole number; 
otherwise, when pedaling back-
ward to reduce speed, the gear 
and tires will stop at the same 
three points every time, which 
will accelerate wear. 

▲ Reduce speed by putting your center of mass 
on your rear foot and simultaneously hook up 
with your forward foot. Toe clips are often used 
for better control. 

▲ To prevent a pedal from striking the ground 
when cornering, slow down and reduce the 
angle. 



1092009 Spring BMUwww.biketaiwan.com

Product News

Other accessories: 
Tires, saddles, brake 
handles, and handlebar 
grips are often selected 
to  match  the  f rame 
color. 

Toe clips: When slowing down on a fixed-gear bike, 
toe clips will help you hook up your forward foot and 
apply more braking force. 

Brakes:  Regard less  o f 
whether a bike is originally 
equipped with brakes, it is 
safest to learn to ride on a 
fixed-gear bike with brakes. 

Chain tension adjuster: Can adjust chain tension and 
help keep the rear wheel in a fixed position, preventing the 
rear wheel from slipping forward due to chain tension. 

▲Branded fixed-gear bikes have 
mostly adopted dual-use hubs 
with a fixed gear on one side and 
a freewheel on the other. These 
hubs can be easily reversed after 
taking the tire off. 

Common Modifications to Fixed-gear Bikes


