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Chapter 1

The History of Motorcycles & Women Riders


There is a certain magic to the motorcycle, which appears to be inherent to the experience of riding. Motorcycles predate the automobile by twenty-five years and the airplane by thirty-six. Basically an offshoot of the early bicycle, at the end of the 19th century the motorcycle was the first form of personal mechanized transport to emerge from the industrial age. The motorcycle captured the imagination of the public from day one and continues to do so to this day. To its inventors and early developers the motorcycle was intended to be nothing more than a new, modern form of transportation. But the two-wheeled motorized vehicle was destined to become much more than that. The motorcycle evolved into a cultural icon, one that changed with the times to become next to immortal. Even more than speed, grace, and agility, the motorcycle symbolizes the abstract themes of rebellion, progress, freedom, glamour, adventure, nonconformity, sex, and danger.


Simply put a motorcycle is a single-track, two-wheeled vehicle that is powered by an engine ranging from a miniscule but nonetheless potent 50cc to a powerhouse 2450cc. There are numerous styles of motorcycles, but they basically consist of three classes: road, off-road, and show (custom). In countries such as the United States, where automobiles rule the road, motorcycles are a minority, but in many parts of the world they dominate. With the rising cost of fuel, the motorcycle may soon become a vehicle of choice. For those who wish to leave a smaller carbon footprint on earth, it is also an attractive alternative.


Whether shunned or embraced, the motorcycle is many things to many people. Aside from its utilitarian purpose the motorcycle is a technological marvel and a work of art, especially in the case of custom and personalized bikes. In the summer of 1998, the venerable Guggenheim Museum in New York held an exhibit of ninety-six motorcycles under the moniker The Art of the Motorcycle. Although the exhibition stirred up a swirl of controversy, it demonstrated to a wide public the addictive fascination of motorcycles and the lure of riding them. In the exhibit’s companion book, also titled The Art of the Motorcycle, Guggenheim director Thomas Krens refers to the motorcycle as a “quintessential symbol of the insecurity and optimism of our time.”


While they may not deny the aesthetics of the motorcycle many people fear them, because they consider the two-wheeled powerhouses dangerous and/or intimidating. That’s why to ride a motorcycle is special: it sets the operator apart from the masses and creates a kinship that is totally alien to the world of automobile drivers. Although a certain stereotype exists, bikers are anything but typical. They come in all shapes and sizes, creeds, colors, backgrounds, and occupations. Although men still comprise the majority of motorcycle riders, according to the U.S. Motorcycle Industry Council women now account for approximately 12% of motorcycle purchases depending on the brand; that’s up over 20% in just five years! This number is expected to gradually keep rising over the next five years.

But ask any man or woman why he or she rides and in just about every case the answer given is the sense of freedom, vitality, energy, and adventure experienced while at the controls of a motorcycle. A deep passion for riding, whether hardcore throttling on the highway or just tooling around loose and carefree along winding back roads, are the common denominator of both. The thrill of flicking gears, twisting the throttle, leaning into curves and having the bike respond like a well-trained thoroughbred is inexplicable to the uninitiated. Riding a bike is communing with the environment, and as stated by Internet blogger and motorcyclist, Ian Chadwick, it is “variously exciting, relaxing, enlightening, and enabling.”

There’s no denying that some people ride motorcycles for banal reasons. There are men who ride purely for the sake of macho posing and to inflate their egos; motorcycle culture has oozed machismo from the very beginning. Some women ride just to demonstrate to their biological counterparts that anything men can do, they can do just as well. Hence the riding can also be considered an ego boost or an enforcing agent for self-esteem. No doubt, for many bikers these elements subconsciously filter into the equation even though their actual motivation for riding has nothing to do with testosterone or estrogen. After all riding a motorcycle is cool. It’s about individuality. Riding a motorcycle makes a statement!


In The Perfect Vehicle, author Melissa Holbrook Pierson sums up her love affair with motorcycles as: “From my mother I learned to write prompt thank-you notes for a variety of occasions. From Mrs. King's ballroom dancing school I learned a proper curtsy and, believe it or not, what to do if presented with nine eating utensils at the same place setting. From motorcycles I learned practically everything else. Riding on a motorcycle can make you feel joyous, powerful, peaceful, frightened, vulnerable, and back to happy again, perhaps in the same ten miles.” 


Riding a motorcycle is about being connected to your immediate surroundings, feeling the wind in your face, smelling the roses, and sometimes about doggedness…gritting your teeth and persevering no matter how miserable you feel. But on a bike, even feeling miserable can have redeeming value; it underscores the old adage “When the going gets tough the tough get going.” Motorcycles are all about control. There is practically no margin for error. Piloting a motorcycle means your entire body is applied to the act of riding. Every motion made, even the most subtle, produces a result. The slightest of movements translate into significant reactions; major movements trigger major reactions. It is impossible to ride and not be aware of how you are positioned on your bike. Your torso, arms, wrists, hands, shoulders, legs, and feet all play a key role in manoeuvring your motorcycle whether it’s a lightweight 250cc or a heavyweight 1100cc superbike or cruiser.


When riding the open road or exploring off-road trails, it is easy to suspend your everyday worries. The environment of the road engulfs the senses and there is an all-encompassing need for constant awareness. This leaves little room to be concerning oneself with the problems and minutiae of daily life. Robert M. Pirsig, who wrote Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance, a testimony to the joys of motorcycling, pointed out the sense of immediacy and connection experienced by bikers compared with the isolation of car drivers who are always in a compartment, passively observing what transpires around them. Pirsig maintains that a biker is “completely in contact with it all... in the scene,” because the actual process and experience of piloting a motorcycle demands that the rider be totally in the present. Many motorcycle enthusiasts like to go for a ride just to relieve stress…to clear the mind.



While driving a car can be an exhilarating experience it can never match that of riding a bike, even in the great outdoors where 4x4 utility vehicles are purported to offer the ultimate driving experience. In an essay entitled Why We Ride, Chadwick compares the automobile to a wheeled isolation chamber. He notes that when travelling in a car “We see the world as if it were on a television screen. Outside exists on the other side of the glass, another, slightly unreal world that doesn’t conform to our controlled environment inside. The real world is experienced through the filtering windshield, seen but not participated in, a cartoon of reality. On a motorcycle, the real world is never excluded from the experience of travelling. We ride in the world, never merely past it. We can smell the world we travel through, feel the wind buffet us, hear the sound of traffic; we are aware of environmental relationships, of the road conditions, and of our surroundings. We are acutely aware of other vehicles on the road, even if the car owners are blithely ignorant of us. We notice pets, pedestrians, and potholes. You cannot run over anything. We are vulnerable when we ride, to both the physical and emotional realities of the world.”



Nobody can deny the inherent risks of riding a motorcycle, but the ‘risk factor’ is often part of the attraction. It’s about living on the edge, a theme that in the biker world recurs again and again. Those who ride readily accept the risks, feeling safe within their control of the bike; being at one with their machine. While most people prefer the bodily protection afforded by a car, the experience offered by either vehicle are as different as night and day. Relative safety, comfort, separation from the environment and protection from the elements are the hallmark of driving a car. Danger, various degrees of discomfort, unity with the environment, and braving the elements are the hallmark of riding a bike.



In his book Hell's Angels, Hunter S. Thompson writes of the joy of pushing a motorcycle to its limits on the open road: “With the throttle screwed on there is only the barest margin, and no room at all for mistakes...that’s when the strange music starts, [and] fear becomes exhilaration.” Similarly, T.E. Lawrence, better known as Lawrence of Arabia, wrote of the “lustfulness of moving swiftly” and the “pleasure of speeding on the road” on a motorcycle. Milan Kundera, author of The Unbearable Lightness of Being, noted that: “Speed is the form of ecstasy the technical revolution has bestowed on man. When man delegates the faculty of speed to a machine [such as a motorcycle], from then on, his own body is outside the process, and he gives over to a speed that is non-corporeal, nonmaterial, pure speed, speed itself, ecstasy speed.”


Toni Sharpless, one of the first women to make a name for herself in road and endurance racing at home in Canada and Europe and Japan as well, said that “High speed is a different world, really. It’s a very addictive one. The best part is becoming totally comfortable with high speed by focusing and slowing everything down in your brain. You always have to have a plan at high speed, because it is going to happen faster than you are ready for it if you don't. I think the challenge of trying to manage the risks of high speed is the real thrill.”

Speed draws many people to motorcycling, as the power-to-weight ratio of even low-power motorcycles rivals that of an expensive sports or muscle car. Furthermore, the power-to-weight ratio of high-power sport bikes is well beyond any mass production automobile. And all this for a fraction of the cost of a car. Not all bikers have a need for speed, but even the most conservative and timid rider will now and again give in to the desire to ratchet the throttle just an extra notch; the adrenaline rush of sudden acceleration is not to be denied. Ask any biker and he or she will agree that high speeds on a motorcycle are more exhilarating than high speeds in a car. The sensation of speed on a motorcycle is greater, as the rider is not separated from the environment of the road like the driver of a car.

Speed demons, however, don’t belong on the highways and byways of the world. Those who are serious about speed are often attracted to sanctioned racing or club racing, either off-road or on paved circuits. At least the responsible ones who are concerned about the dire consequences that can result from threading their way through traffic at high speeds look towards sanctioned or club competition as a means to satisfy their craving for life in the fast lane. It is ironic that the majority of professional motorcycle racers do not like riding on public roads. Many avoid it totally!

Although the motorcycle has from day one been primarily associated with a mode of transportation and/or recreational toy for men, women have been part of the motorcycling community since the first reliable motorized cycle was produced at the turn of the century. In the early days, however, women faced considerable social and personal obstacles in their quest to be a member of that community. Before they were grudgingly accepted by the brotherhood of motorcycle riders, these women were considered to be oddities, misfits, and interlopers. In an era that was still very much a man’s world, the women who dared intrude into that world whether political, civil, or social, were independent, resourceful, brave, bold, and tenacious. They were definitely not the kind of women who had been neutered by compliance or who were, like many of their sisters, intimidated by men. These were women who scripted their own destiny and broke down barriers just like those who pioneered the suffragist movement, opened the doors for women into the arts and  sciences, employment, and sports, and who knew that anything men could do they could do as well. 

Many women had already embraced bicycles for the mobility and freedom they offered and this in defiance of the prevailing conventions of femininity. Bicycles, and later motorcycles, were considered to be a means of getting around for men only. While men took freedom and mobility for granted—actually believing it to be a male birthright—women were not encouraged to ride a cycle…with or without a motor. It was actually considered ‘unacceptable behavior.’ But the bicycle and motorcycle were more than transportation vehicles; they were vehicles that helped take women on the path to liberty and equality. Prominent American civil rights leader Susan B. Anthony said that the bicycle did “more for the emancipation of women than anything else in the world.” That women were destined to ride motorcycles was a given. But in the early days, and for countless decades afterward, ‘ladies’ weren’t considered the type of woman to straddle such a noisy, smoky contraption. This attitude wasn’t just shared by most men either, many women as well considered female motorcyclists gender traitors.

The history of the motorcycle, like that of its predecessor the bicycle, is fuzzy at best and historians are often at odds as to whom to credit for inventing it. Instead, the concept seems to have occurred to numerous engineers and inventors around Europe more or less simultaneously. Within a decade, starting in the late 1880s, dozens of designs and machines emerged, particularly in France, Germany, and England. Although Europe was a hotbed for motorcycle development, imaginative young men who had a propensity for things mechanical were tinkering with similar ideas in places like the United States, Canada, and Australia. But the motorcycle was slated to become more than just a mode of inexpensive transportation…it would become part of a cultural phenomenon, the most dramatic of which was the birth of the outlaw biker counterculture of the 1960s.  

The first commercially produced motorcycle arrived on the scene in 1894. It was called the Hildebrand & Wolfmuller Motorad and was built in Germany and France. It featured a two-cylinder four-stroke engine that propelled the bike, which actually had a wooden frame, to a then impressive speed of 29 mph (40km/h). In addition to the water-cooled 1488cc internal combustion engine, the bike featured a hollow tube frame, both of which were innovative for the time. While the first functioning motorcycle is undoubtedly a European invention, coining the name of the new vehicle has been credited to the American inventor Edward J. Pennington, who demonstrated a motorized bike of his own design in 1895. However, his ‘motor cycle,’ was a prototype that never made it into the public realm.

The entrepreneurial spirit of the growing industrialized nations quickly saw the potential of the motorcycle and a plethora of companies sprang up all over Europe and the United States. In 1902, the British bicycle manufacturer Triumph produced its first commercially available motorcycle. By fitting their bicycles with Belgian-built engines the company entered the ‘motorcycle business.’ Triumph would go on to become an industry leader and one of the few survivors of more than eighty British motorcycle companies that morphed onto the scene between 1900 and 1930. Like their counterparts in Europe and the U.S., many British motorcycle factories ended up closing their doors as quickly as they had opened them. But some of the British pioneering firms, including Triumph, built now legendary bikes with brand names like AJS, Matchless, Ariel, and Norton.

Meanwhile, in 1898 in the United States, the Waltham Manufacturing Company, another bicycle manufacturer, got in on the motorized cycle action. They called their machine the Orient-Aster, which has been credited as the first American-built consumer motorcycle. In 1901, the Hendee Manufacturing Company designed a prototype motorcycle that went into production a year later under the brand name Indian. The company, which was reincorporated as the Indian Motorcycle Company in the early 1920s, would, until 1914, enjoy the distinction of being the world’s number one motorcycle manufacturer. Following closely on Indian’s heels was the Harley-Davidson Motor Company which was founded in 1903, the same year as the Ford Motor Company. It took William S. Harley and his boyhood friend Arthur Davidson, and Arthur's brother, Walter, until 1905 to put a dozen 405cc motorcycles on the market. Their machine's advanced loop-frame design took it out of the motorized-bicycle category and would help define the modern motorcycle in the years to come.

For nearly the first two decades of the 20th century, motorcycles were the most inexpensive method of motorized transportation. Although they were still too costly for many people, for the average income family it was a prudent purchase. The price ticket on the average bike was around $275 (US); for another $75 to $100 the purchaser could bolt a sidecar to his machine. Meanwhile, Ford’s Model T cost about $850. What proved to be a real boon for the motorcycle industry, especially Harley-Davidson, was America’s entry into World War I. Between 1916 and 1918; Harley geared up production to 25,000 units for the U.S. military alone. Conversely, the end of the war saw the collapse of the motorcycle industry…not just because there were no more military contracts to fill, but because Ford had begun mass-producing the Model T. The car’s price had been reduced dramatically, selling for $300 or less. And sell they did! By the early 1920s, the company celebrated production of its ten millionth vehicle. Meanwhile, only three motorcycle companies survived the onslaught of the automobile industry: Indian, Harley, and Excelsior. After 1931, Indian and Harley-Davidson would be the sole survivors; only one of them was destined to keep operating past the half-century mark.

World War II, as the Great War before it, boosted sales for Harley-Davidson and Indian. From 1953 onwards, however, Harley was the only motorcycle manufacturer left in the United States. It would also become the motorcycle of choice of hardcore outlaw bikers, a distinction it carries to this day. This, however, could be construed as more of a curse than a blessing, for it stigmatized the Harley from the early 1960s well into the 1990s. Whether it really affected sales is hard to say, but no doubt the negative outlaw biker image swayed a lot of ‘citizens’—as outlaw bikers call the rest of the population—to buy foreign bikes or seek out other brands of vintage American bikes.
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