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The Teutul clan in front of Edinburgh Castle in Edinburgh, Scotland, filming episodes of American Chopper in Great Britain, France, and Ireland. Left to right: Paulie, Mikey, and Senior. (Photo: Martin GM Kelly)


CHAPTER 1
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Senior and Paulie lie knocked out after a hard day signing at the breakthrough Louisiana Bike Expo in May 2003. (Photo: OCC Archives)


FROM THE BASEMENT TO THE SUPERDOME


SENIOR:


I remember the day it went completely nuts. The first real blowout. Louisiana Bike Expo. May 3, 2003. New Orleans Superdome. Everything clicked into place. That Saturday afternoon, Orange County Choppers, a small upstate New York custom bike building shop that my son Paulie and I started in 1999 in the basement of my house, had just erupted. Like the ZZ Top song said, “We were bad, we were nationwide.” We'd caught the attention of the American public.


When they'd introduced the Teutuls at the Bike Expo during a special presentation honoring firefighters and military veterans, we'd gotten mobbed as we slowly rode through the crowd. The throngs parted like the Red Sea. There were waves of smiling faces giving us the thumbs-up sign. Pocket cameras flashed in our faces. Paul Junior rode on the now famous Fire Bike. The Fire Bike was our fire-engine-red, rolling tribute to the brave men of FDNY who'd perished during the World Trade Center bombings on 9/11. I rode alongside Paulie on the Black Widow, a shining spooky Creepshow-style purple-and-black machine dripping with chrome spiderwebs that garnished the gas tank and the front and back fenders. As we threaded our way through the crowd, Paulie gunned the engine of the Fire Bike and sounded the alarm. Above the thunder and blustering torque of our chromed V-Twin motors blared an authentic fire truck siren we had mounted onto the Fire Bike. The rumble of both bikes echoed and bounced throughout the giant indoor stadium.


The crowd cheered us like a couple of comic-book superheroes. The heroic lineup of firefighters stood onstage alongside the military veterans who had served in the Vietnam War. It was an emotionally charged moment. The impact of motorcycles and firefighters and war heroes raised the pitch level even higher, inspiring the audience and us in a way I'll never, ever forget. At that moment, I realized our bikes could touch the hearts and minds of Americans in a way we'd never imagined in our wildest dreams.
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Paulie (left) rides the Fire Bike as Senior revs up the Black Widow at the Louisiana Bike Expo. (Photo: OCC Archives)


When Discovery Networks first contacted us in 2002 about filming a television documentary, we thought it might be a much-needed shot in the arm to our tiny East Coast custom chopper operation. We had already seen the effect that television had on Jesse James and West Coast Choppers after Discovery aired his Motorcycle Mania show in 2001. We watched from afar at the various bike shows as people fussed over Jesse. He drew long lines of admirers buying T-shirts and hats while we were stuck in the back of the hall with our half a dozen basement-built bikes, that we trailered around the country. Jesse's newfound popularity gave us hope that someday we could achieve a fraction of that notoriety.


Then it happened to us.


On September 29, 2002, when the Discovery Channel aired the very first pilot episode of American Chopper, we scored over two million viewers out of the box. After four years of wrenching away in relative anonymity inside our Hudson Valley bike shop, after pushing and clawing for any bit of print exposure we could muster, we found our personal lives splashed across television. Not sure whether it was a statistical fluke or a one-shot deal, the Discovery people aired a second pilot on January 19, 2003—to equally high ratings. It seemed for real. America had instantly embraced a volatile father-and-son bike building team who mixed it up, argued and fought, and confronted each other aggressively on a dead Monday-night time slot—and on cable TV, no less.
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The Fire Bike, honoring America's firefighters, is one of the most famous OCC theme bikes ever. Here it is drawing a crowd at the Superdome after the episode about it had just aired. (Photo: OCC Archives)


Fame was right around the corner, but we didn't know it. Another early sign came on February 28, 2003, two months prior to our Superdome appearance. We had rolled into Daytona Beach for Daytona Bike Week, expecting to sell a few bikes and hopefully score a couple of custom orders to keep our fledgling bike business going. Five hundred thousand motorcycle fans roared into Florida for Bike Week, and a lot of those people had apparently seen our TV pilot. We noticed things heating up. While the crowd reaction at Bike Week wasn't crazy-crazy, we got more attention than usual at a small meet-and-greet staged at Pompano Pat's bike shop in Daytona. Although it wasn't exactly pandemonium, there was a constant flow of people seeking autographs and handshakes. A year earlier, we'd walked through downtown and pulled down Main Street anonymously. This time, people were shouting at us from their bikes and cars.


“Paul-ie!”


“Senior!”


We were stopped on the streets for photos and autographs. Recognition.


After the pilots had aired and a month after Daytona, on March 31, 2003, American Chopper debuted its first full season, after which we made another bike show appearance at the Javits Center in New York City. Again, things had kicked up a notch. Only this time we drew larger crowds as we displayed our current lineup of bikes. On top of that, after packing up, we found we actually netted some pretty decent scoot selling our own OCC merchandise.


But it was the 2003 Louisiana Bike Expo appearance that capped it. Five brand-new episodes of American Chopper had been rolled out and broadcast. Nobody predicted the excitement we would generate in New Orleans. Yet the night before was just another OCC road show gig for us. We trailered in our choppers and wheeled them ourselves into the Superdome loading dock on a Thursday night, after which we hosted a gathering with some fans at a bar and restaurant called The Dock. By Friday morning, we had a lineup of show bikes, including the Fire Bike, the Black Widow, the Cody Project, and Senior's Twelve Up chopper, set up prominently in the main exposition hall. Turns out our timing was perfect. We couldn't have planned things better.


By the time we hit New Orleans, the Fire Bike episode had just aired. The Louisiana Bike Expo attendees would be the first television fans to experience the Fire Bike up close and personal. Everybody from OCC, including Paulie, Mikey, Vinnie, Vinnie's dad, and I, was pretty pumped up. Although this was the first bike event that actively promoted us on the basis of our new cable TV show, everyone, including the organizers, was in shock at the eventual turnout. Endless lines of everyday people waited to meet us. After signing autographs for ten straight hours the first day, it seemed as if we'd barely put a dent in the demand. T-shirts, hats, and posters sold like hotcakes. So we signed for three days, nonstop. And still they came.


In the past, after a bike show, we could expect to return home with a bundle of unsold merch. This time, we'd arrived in New Orleans way underprepared. Five thousand T-shirts flew off the shelves in one day. We were in deep trouble. Running out of merchandise the first day was a mortal sin, so we enlisted a shop in New Orleans to rush-order more shirts. Ten times more T-shirts, because after Louisiana, we were moving on to another big bike show in Myrtle Beach, South Carolina. Like the Louisiana Bike Expo, the promoters capitalized on our new television show and gave our appearance headline status. We could expect bigger crowds there.


After signing for three consecutive ten-hour days in New Orleans, we signed for five more eight-hour days in Myrtle Beach. Seventy hours total, two venues, and several sore wrists and fingers and hands later, the crowds were still not satisfied. As tired as we were, we couldn't stop. Who knew? Our newfound celebrity as the father-and-son-cable-TV-bike-builders could end at any moment, possibly as quickly as it started.


What blew us away were the attendees. Families! Entire families were anxious to meet us in both New Orleans and Myrtle Beach. That puzzled us. It was the first time we'd noticed such an influx of families at bike shows. Families didn't show up at biker events. Not in full force, anyway. We'd struck a chord with both parents and their kids. Everybody could relate to us, not as bike builders, but as real people, as fathers and sons, whether the fans were men or women, even mothers and daughters.


And we were overwhelmed by the intensity of the crowd. Cancer victims. Terminally ill children. People in wheelchairs. Folks who couldn't stand or walk. They were there to see us, and willing to wait in a long line. It was astonishing, and we didn't want to let anybody down. Unaccustomed to the deluge, we were dizzy and physically woozy at the close of each appearance.


The end of our mini road trip physically and emotionally drained us. We were wiped out. We had nothing left to give. We felt like a couple of empty bottles. Smiling continuously for hours on end, our faces hurt. After hours of questions and handshakes, our hands were sore. Our voices were hoarse. Cameras and strobe lights flickered in front of our eyes all day long. It was disorienting, and it yanked away a piece of our psyche in a strange way. So this was fame?


Thanks to an off-the-wall cable television show and a loyal legion of newfound fans and fan families, it was looking as if we had vaulted for good out of the basement and into the hearts and minds of the American public. It was our first real introduction to prominence. And I'll be honest with you: It felt pretty damn good, because up to now, it had been a long strange trip for the Teutul family. Now, we wondered, what would be the ultimate cost of this fame?



CHAPTER 2
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A rare childhood photo of Senior. That's him on the far right, at the beach. (Photo: OCC Archives)


TWO CENTS A WINDOW AND FIVE CENTS A DOOR


SENIOR:


Who would have thought it possible? A family of bike builders makes television history. Every Monday night at ten o'clock, millions of viewers tune in to find out what America's favorite dysfunctional family is up to. After the first three seasons, our TV show, American Chopper, turned into equal parts I Love Lucy, Ozzie & Harriet, The Three Stooges, The Simpsons, and Monster Garage. But instead of wrapping candy on a fast conveyor belt like Lucy, looking for tutti-frutti ice cream like Ozzie, slapping the crap out of each other like the Stooges, making Homer's life a misery like the Simpsons, or creating a hot rod out of a tractor like Jesse, we build custom bikes. Beautiful motorcycles. Choppers. Most important, though, every freakin’ week we chase the American Dream. In front of millions of viewers.


Our family name is spelled T-E-U-T-U-L, pronounced Tuttle. We are the Teutuls, and I'm the father who yells all the time and loses his head.


My full name is Paul Teutul. When I was born and it came time to hand out middle names, I got passed over. Or so I thought. The guys around the OCC shop call me “Senior,” and a lot of other things when I'm out of earshot. My oldest son, Paulie, christened Paul Michael Teutul, is known as “Junior.” But in actual fact, Paulie and I aren't officially junior and senior at all. My youngest son, Mikey, Michael Joseph Teutul, has always been…well…Mikey, although his sister Cristin calls him Michael. I have one other son named Danny.


We are the Teutuls.


To confuse matters further, my father was also named Paul. Paul John Teutul. Recently, after applying for a passport, I found out that I actually did have a middle name. It's John, just like my father, which, funny enough, makes me an official junior. But my parents didn't tell me I had a middle name, so they could distinguish between my father and me.


Go figure.


Our family bloodline is a mixture of German, Austrian, and Italian. My mom, Josephine DeVito, was pure Italian. We ate spaghetti every Sunday and steak every Saturday. That became our family tradition. That and a whole lot of shouting, arguing, and drinking.


My mother was the drinker in my family. Her parents were named Christina and John DeVito. She had four brothers and a sister. My uncles drank heavily, too. My grandfather was a wino-type drunk. He favored his sons and didn't like his daughter, so my mother was mistreated growing up. She didn't get along with her father.


My grandfather on my dad's side, John Teutul, came from German and Austrian stock. My grandmother, Lena, also came from Germany. She spoke nine languages, and I remember her speaking every one of them around the house. My grandparents were born in the Old Country back in Germany and were processed through Ellis Island as children. Both of them lived in New York City before they settled in Yonkers. Before I was born, while living in New York City, my grandfather owned and operated a pool hall and a restaurant. He was a tough son of a bitch who stood over six feel tall, lean and muscular. My old man told me stories of how my grandfather would throw guys down the front stairs of the poolroom if they gave him grief. You didn't want to piss him off; he could knock guys out with just one punch. Grandpa John Teutul gave the family clan its strict code, its work ethic, which exists to this day.


Work. Work. Work.


Then you work some more.


That's how it was when I grew up. I was born in Yonkers. New York, on May 1, 1949. I had four sisters: Christine, Beverly, Deborah, and Elaine. I was the only boy, the second oldest of the kids.


We lived in a brick house on 11 Cooper Street, a single-family house with an apartment downstairs. My grandfather had built it, and he lived a couple of doors down. He owned our house and two other houses on our block as well as two more six-apartment units on the corner. They were made of brick because he built things to last. And he built them himself before I was born. He mixed the concrete himself. Laid the bricks by hand. He used cheap labor, including my father when he was a kid.


We played stickball and dodgeball on Cooper Street. I went everywhere on roller skates. We had a favorite vacant lot around the corner where we played baseball. We left our doors open and unlocked day and night with no problems. Lots of kids played on Cooper Street, right in front of the house. The streets of Yonkers were filled with markets, pool halls, and bars. There were places where kids weren't allowed to go at night, where the toughs and the collar-up guys hung out on street corners and in back alleyways.


We lived walking distance from Yankee Stadium and from the Yonkers Raceway: my parents, Josie and Paul, earned a little extra pocket money charging people to park their cars in our driveway during baseball and horseracing season. Then my parents and their friends walked to the track to watch and bet on the trotters.


Yonkers had a wide range of neighborhoods representing the various immigrant groups, including Italian, German, Hungarian, Irish, Russian, and Austrian. It was a lot like New York City, which was about fifteen miles south of us. New Yorkers seemed the same all over. You couldn't tell if someone was from Yonkers or Mount Vernon—or the Bronx or Brooklyn, for that matter. This was the greaser era, as the doo-wop 1950s were coming to a close. I started out as a bit of a greaser myself. Hair slicked back with Vitalis. My sisters and I walked to school, two or three miles, even through the winter snows. The principals rarely closed the schools during the heaviest snowstorms. It would have to be a record-breaking blizzard for us to hear on the radio that school was shut down.


I remember Jack the truant officer. You kept your distance from him, otherwise that bastard would cross you, and I would get into huge trouble at home. But unlike most of my friends, I didn't play much hooky, although I was a mischievous kid. Didn't do well in school. I got whacked all the time in class. Corporal punishment was the norm both at home and at school.


I hid my report cards when I got home, but my mother or father would find them. Then I'd get the beating of my life. My parents didn't get too involved with my school; nor did they care much about my education or what was going on in my life. That is, until I did something wrong. Then I got another beating. For instance, when I did my homework with Mom or Dad, if I gave them a wrong answer, I'd get smacked in the face. I was scared to death. Damned if I did. Damned if I didn't. I'd be sitting there, struggling through my homework, crying after getting smacked, my lip bleeding. Then if I got hit when I didn't deserve it, my father, rather than saying he was sorry, would yell. “That's one for next time!”


My parents kept a real Cat-o’-nine-tails around the house, and we got beaten with nine leather ends. Both Mom and Dad dished out the punishment. And my sisters got it, too. We took a few trips to the hospital. My mom didn't work. She was a stay-at-home mom. She had some long fat Italian wooden spoons she used to stir the gravy, and every so often, she'd break one over me. My mom sure knew how to push the old man's buttons. When he'd come walking into the house after a hard day's work, especially if she had a hard day with us, she knew just how to get him going. Then he'd give us a beating.


Like my grandfather, all my father did was work. Work was his whole life. He worked in home improvement once he married my mom. My father replaced windows and doors. When I was a kid, I went to work for him during the summer. We'd take doors and windows out of old buildings and put new ones in. I would get two cents a window and five cents a door. That's how I earned my pocket money. It was a tough living for my dad.


My father had his own business twice, and both times failed at it. He wasn't successful at anything he did, and he more or less depended on my grandfather to bail him out. At least that's how my mother saw things. There were difficulties because my mom resented my grandfather's hold on my father. She felt that my father could never be a man because he depended on his father. It was a touchy situation for our family having to rely so much on my grandfather. But if we didn't, we wouldn't have had a house to live in.


There was always a battle going on between my mother and my grandfather. When I was a kid, my sisters and I were forbidden to go down the block to visit my grandmother and grandfather's house. We'd sneak down there anyway, and my grandmother made apple pie for us. She would serve a slice of apple pie with a cup of coffee to my sister and me. Of course we'd get caught all the time, and that would piss off my mother no end.


My family practically invented the term dysfunctional. With the yelling going on, my home life was chaos. Lots and lots of screaming. The children didn't grow up particularly tight as brothers and sisters and didn't look out for each other. Since my grandfather had the money that my dad didn't, he paid the piper and called the tune, which only made things worse between my mom and dad. Since my mother hated my grandfather for the way he controlled his son, her husband, our home was a battlefield. We kids were caught in the middle, as the frustrations my grandfather caused between my parents were passed down to us.


Actually, my father drank very little. He might have enjoyed a shot of whiskey or a beer every once in a while, but I never saw him drunk. My mother, like I said, was the heavy drinker. She was one of those closet drinkers who hid bottles of booze around the house. She drank whiskey. She didn't have a particular brand; she just drank whatever was available. I didn't see the bottles too often. They were stashed up in the cabinets. She would slug it down in the middle of the night, and then put it back up in the cabinet. She rarely left a bottle out on the table. Then once she got a buzz on, it was a horror show. She'd drink all night and fight with my dad, then sleep all day while the old man had to get up and go to work. Then he'd come home dead tired after staying up at night fighting with her.


Today I realize that my mom was truly a sick person, a closet drunk. She should have been treated for mental problems. Instead, she would take a Valium, and after she'd pop a little yellow pill, she would drink more. It was a vicious cycle. Then my father would come home and it was time for more rage.


It got so crazy, sometimes the cops would have to come out to the house. My earliest memory is being five years old, sitting on the floor with my sister. Both of us crying. What can you do, when you're that young, if your mother is trying to jump out the window while your father is screaming at her? Like I said, it was chaos.


Looking back, I was a lonely kid growing up. I knew nothing about nothing. Yonkers was a tough town to be raised in. People, including me, saw themselves as tough guys. But deep, deep, deep inside, I was a pretty scared kid, especially when Dad and Mom fought. I lived in fear of the two of them separating. Back then divorce was a mark of shame and instability among families. Something to be feared.


I remember my first drink. I was twelve years old. We were celebrating Easter over at my grandfather's house. Shots of whiskey were lined up on the table. It was just before mealtime and everybody was out of the house, so I downed a couple of shots, a lot for a kid my age. I was completely wasted. At first, it tasted awful, but I wound up doing it on a few more occasions. After a couple of times, I became a regular drinker, and once I adjusted to the buzz, I enjoyed it more.


As much as I didn't want it to happen, alcohol became a huge part of my family legacy, and when it's your turn to change it, unless you can get help, it's hard to break the chain.


Though he didn't drink, Dad was no positive role model. Other than working with a shovel, I wasn't encouraged to do anything interesting with my life. The only true role model I had was on my father's side: Uncle Emil. Emil Teutul was a heavy drinker and a gambler, but he was the one person in my life who spent time with me as a kid. He took an interest in me. If I had to get the yard cleaned. Uncle Emil would lend a hand. Emil was a tall, good-looking guy at six-foot-one. He was a ladies’ man, and was married a few times. We lived in the same house together. Shared a bedroom.


Uncle Emil didn't drink when he was at home. He would go out and do that with his gambling friends. Emil was like a real buddy to me. The thing I remember most about Uncle Emil was that he was never pissed off at me. We'd build double-winger model airplanes together, World War I biplanes made of plastic or balsa wood. Then we'd hand-paint them together. I had a nice collection of model airplanes.


Emil got into car accidents all the time. He'd have glass in his eye and would be stitched up from one of his many car crashes. One night some bookies were chasing him, and he flipped the car over. He flew out of the car; the car landed on top of him, and he died instantly. Gone at the age of thirty-five. I remember my father getting the phone call real late at night and freaking out. I had never seen my father cry before. He was devastated. And so was I.


Emil was a special person in my life. Then he was gone. I got sick to my Stomach and threw up when my parents told me what had happened. I was eight years old.


While hard work was ingrained in me, I didn't learn to love activities like sports until much later in my life. I never tried out for sports in school. To be into sports meant you needed discipline, which was something I saw myself as sorely lacking. Partly because of my tough family upbringing and my lack of success in school, I looked for love and encouragement elsewhere. That's when I became an animal lover.


As a kid, I always had a dog by my side. They were mostly raggedy dogs, but they gave me peace in my life. The dog that I remember best was a mutt named Shep. I called him Old Shep, just like the Elvis Presley song. Shep was my buddy, but after I went away for a few days, he got killed. Dogs roamed free around Yonkers, chasing cars and delivery trucks. He must have gotten run over, although for years I looked around for Shep, thinking he might show up. That's the way I am today with my dogs, especially Gus, whose face is tattooed on my arm. I love dogs. I love animals. And they love me. They're my sole source of unconditional love. When Shep and my uncle Emil died, so did the two best parts of my childhood.


At some point, things were getting a little too crazy between my grandparents and my mom. My mom felt like a prisoner in my grandfather's house. So she kept bugging my father to move the hell out of Yonkers. In 1961, when I was twelve, my family moved to Rockland County, an hour outside the city. Rockland County was much more rural, more countrified, and a lot cheaper. We wound up buying a house in Muncie, New York. Later we lost the house in Muncie and moved on to an apartment in Spring Valley. I got us thrown out of there for breaking the washing machine, stealing money from the soda machines, and smashing windows in the building we lived in. After that, we settled down in a village called Pearl River.


There was no escaping my grandfather. We lived in a fixer-upper in Pearl River that he had bought for my father. So my grandfather came up and saw us every weekend. When there was no work to be done around the house, he would toss me a pick and shovel.


“Dig a trench all the way around the house. Tar it. Mix the concrete. Pour it and fill it in.”


I had to have a pick and shovel in my hands to stay on my grandfather's good side. Once we moved to Pearl River, I was living in the boondocks. We had a convent behind our house, and beyond that, woods. I would venture into the woods for hours, from dusk until dawn, hunting with a bow and arrow.


I was just out of grammar school, a skinny, weedy kid. Being the new kid in junior high, I got beat up a lot. When I was fourteen years old, one of the school bullies worked me over bad. That was it. I'd had enough. I responded by building a wooden bench down in the basement. Then I got a cheap set of weights. I ate brewer's yeast and hoisted a set of old plastic free weights filled with sand. Every day after school, I'd run down to the basement by myself and work out. Hard. I worked out until I puked. But in four or five months’ time, I stacked on about forty pounds of muscle. I was skinny no more.


I wasn't much of a student in high school. I was lousy in math, science, and English. So I became Shop Guy. You know the type. By my senior year, I took three shop classes so I could graduate. Metal. Wood. Auto. By then, I was good in gym and PE. I was now strong as an ox and had good coordination. I could do gymnastics, but I wouldn't play sports. Although I had the build, I didn't try out for football. Instead, I signed up for welding classes, spending half my school day at a nearby trade school.


Upon graduation, the kids at my high school were glad to see the back of me. Nobody suspected I'd amount to much of anything because I had no real aspirations. My next-door neighbor was a New York City cop, so I took the entrance test. Twice. Failed it both times. The test was tough, fifteen pages long. I flunked the second exam by one point. I was one point away from being a New York City cop, and that might have been the end of this story. But the times were a-changing.


The 1960s counterculture scene hit me before I left high school. I experimented with pot and started listening to psychedelic rock and roll. The Vietnam War was in full swing. I thought I might get drafted. I had a couple of friends in the merchant marine, and they were making good money. So after I graduated in 1967, I decided to join up and go out to sea.


What the hell, I thought. I had no prospects, and I knew a guy who could get me in. I was eighteen years old, and a stint in the merchant qualified as military service. So I enlisted and began serving my hitch right around Christmas 1967, after I left high school. They sent me to Piney Point, Maryland, where I completed a twelve-week class, similar to boot camp. They promised I'd sail around the world, and they weren't kidding. I hopped on an old 1942 Enid Victory ship filled with ammunition and supplies, and we sailed off to Vietnam to deliver ammo to the troops.


Hard work followed me out to sea. My responsibilities included painting and scraping and scrubbing the deck. At night, I'd keep watch. It was a great opportunity. For our first stop, we docked in Panama, where you could buy Panama Red, supposedly the best grass in the world. You could get high on the ship and nobody knew. Once we landed in Panama, we scored a large bag with weed filled up to the top. We rolled enormous joints six inches long. The first time we smoked it—and I had smoked pot for years—I was getting ready to go out on watch. I was supposed to stand out in the bow and look for other ships. But after I smoked that joint, I got so messed up, I though I was tripping. The watch commander was looking for me to start my shift. He came in and out of my room, asking where I had gone. I was so paranoid and buzzed on Panama Red. I had hidden underneath my bunk.


The mothball Enid was so old, she kept breaking down. We sailed out of Panama to Hawaii. Then over to the Philippines and then on to Vietnam. On our way from the Philippines back to Hawaii, we broke down in the middle of the Pacific Ocean. We lost power—no electricity, no lights, no nothing. Dead in the water. A tugboat had to bring us in. It took two whole weeks for it to tow us back into Hawaii, and it was party time again once we hit Honolulu.


I finished a nine-month tour, and that was it. I'd planned to go right back out, but when I got home, my friends were wearing bell-bottoms and long hair. I pulled a high number on the draft lottery. Had I not, I could have continued sailing with the merchant marine. My option was to sail another three to six months a year, which would have been considered my military duty. But Woodstock had already happened in 1969, just as I returned home from sea. And by 1970, the Vietnam War was winding down. Culturally, I was out of the loop. But I grew a beard and long hair. I smoked a lot of pot. Dropped acid. I dug the drug scene and especially enjoyed the whole free-love thing. But I didn't consider myself a hippie. I was the rowdy guy. A drinker. A hell-raiser. While the whole hippie thing was good for picking up chicks, I'd much rather be drinking a bottle of whiskey and getting into a barroom fight than preaching peace and love.


In 1970, I settled down (a little) and moved back to Rockland County and Pearl River. By then, I'd picked up on welding and fixing cars. Not sure what to do with my life, I fell deeply in love with a raven-haired girl named Marcy. She was Lebanese, a very exotic beauty. Lost in her long black hair, I fell madly in love with her. But she gave me the heave-ho. I was so heartbroken that my mother and father worried about me. Thai's how brokenhearted I was. She was my first love, and I fell hard.


Still, things worked out for the better. I called on another girl whom I'd been sweet on back when we were both in high school. Her name was Paula Leonardo. She was Italian, just like my mom. I thought she was pretty, and during high school I'd tried to call her. But she wouldn't give me the time of day. After we both graduated, before I took off to sea and she went off to college, we spent a little time together. Despite my family experiences, I believed in marriage. My parents, as miserable as they were, and as much as they hated each other, stayed together until my mother died of cirrhosis of the liver in 1978. I grew up with a dominant mother. She ruled over my father, which was degrading to him and to me. I vowed my own family life would be different.


I guess I charmed Paula enough that after a couple of years out of the merchant marine and on my own, we got married in 1972, when we were both twenty-three. It was time to figure out what to do with my life. I was anxious to start a family. But throughout my days growing up, I was convinced I was a loser and was sure I would never amount to anything. Parents. Teachers. Principals. They wrote me off. Loser. Loser. Loser. But now that I was married, I had it etched in my mind. I would set out to prove them wrong.



CHAPTER 3
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Two smiling faces: Paul Sr., a proud new papa with Paul Michael, his firstborn son. (Photo: Paula Teutul personal collection)


DAYS OF IRON AND STEEL


SENIOR:


Call me a late bloomer. I didn't start riding motorcycles until I hit my twenties. Unlike guys like Vinnie DiMartino and Rick Petko, two of our skilled builders and fabricators at OCC, I wasn't riding motorcycles as a little kid. Back in the day, there weren't a lot of bike riders in my neighborhoods. Bikes were rare creatures.


Like so many of my generation, my earliest recollection of becoming interested in motorcycles came when the movie Easy Rider hit the theaters in 1969. I had returned to Rockland County from being out at sea. There was something about that movie. After I saw Easy Rider, I dreamed of one day building a bike of my own and riding it around the world.


But first, it was time to settle down and make a living. After Paula and I married in 1972, I more or less picked up from where I'd left off. I messed around for a few years. I had a few jobs. Nothing steady. Then I found a job close to New York City with Metropolitan Tobacco, driving a truck delivering candy and cigarettes to bars and liquor stores. During this time, my drinking escalated. Just like my days out at sea, I was able to keep a whiskey buzz going while finishing up my daily delivery routes.


It was around this time I rode my first motorcycle. A buddy of mine had a Honda 175 with ape hangers on it. It was a funny little thing. He picked me up on it one day in front of my house. We were riding down the road, and then he asked, “Wanna ride?”


“Sure.”


He pulled over and gave me a quick lesson. I didn't need much instruction. I got on the seat and rode down Middletown Road. It was my very first experience on a bike. I was hooked like a dog from that day on. Not long after that, I picked up a used motorcycle. I rode it around for a year. A 1971 Triumph. Gold and black with streaks of white in it.


While a Triumph is different from a Harley-Davidson, it was a notch or so above a Honda or a Yamaha. Harleys were damn expensive in those days. During the late 1960s and early ‘70s, most of the choppers I saw were cut from Triumphs. A Triumph motor had a fairly hearty sound to it. It didn't whine like a lawn mower the way the Japanese bikes did. There were other limey bikes like Nortons and BSAs, but since I couldn't afford a Harley, I settled for the Triumph for two reasons. Number one, nobody made fun of them or of me for riding one. Number two, the Triumph was a fast friggin’ bike. It had a decent sound to it. Handled well. Set me back nine hundred bucks, but it was only one year old. Not a bad deal, and much less than the twenty-four hundred dollars I later paid for my first Harley, which, while considered big dough back then, doesn't compare with today's prices.
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