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To freedom, for we can’t live without it.

To all female motorcycle riders worldwide.

To Marla Garber, a Harley rider who paved the way for today's Biker Chicz by riding more miles in a year than most men ride in a lifetime.
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Authors’ Note

Global studies indicate that 12 to 18 percent of motorcycling enthusiasts are women. It is interesting to note that the number of women motorcycle riders in North America has increased exponentially since the early 1990s and continues to do so to this day. American Motorcycle Industry Council statistics indicate that over one million new motorcycles were sold in the United States in 2008. Of that impressive number more than 100,000 were sold to women.

This data implies that female motorcycle ownership rose by some 29 percent over the same period in 2003. To call this a substantial increase would be an understatement. In Canada, which has roughly 10 percent of the American population, just over 170,000 new units of motorcycles, scooters, and ATVs were sold during 2008. New motorcycles accounted for 51.47 percent of the total retail value of sales. As in the United States, women represent the fastest-growing market segment.

There are numerous societal reasons why it’s more accepted or even encouraged for a woman to ride a motorcycle in 2010 than it was in 2000, never mind 1960! Women’s social values and status have changed dramatically over the years. And we live in an era where women practice the same occupational and recreational activities as men without raising an eyebrow. Riding motorcycles is just another reflection of the times. It is just as common for a woman to purchase her own home, automobile, and motorcycle today as it was for her to buy the family groceries fifty years ago.


Our original intention for Biker Chicz of North America was to focus on mainstream women motorcycle riders who are more or less the average girl next door. The only criteria we were looking for was that they had inspiring stories to tell and that they rode a Harley-Davidson. We are not Harley snobs by any means, but because Harley-Davidson motorcycles are the most identifiable and representative of the biker culture, we chose “America’s Freedom Machine” as a common denominator to lend a thread of continuity to our narrative. Our main goal was to feature women bikers whose accounts would be empowering to other women (and men), whether they ride a motorcycle, are thinking about riding one, or simply want to know more about this fascinating lifestyle.



As word got out about our plans to write this book, we started connecting with women from across the United States and Canada who are anything but mainstream or average female bikers. Thanks to the input of individuals like John “Rogue” Herlihy, who was one of the early photographers and writers for Easyriders Magazine, and Cris Sommer Simmons, co-founder of Harley Women Magazine and author of The American Motorcycle Girls 1900 to 1950, we suddenly found ourselves interviewing women who are, in our humble opinion, members of the current royalty of the female Harley-Davidson riding world.


Although none of them perceive themselves as such, they are truly amazing women who mastered the art of riding a motorcycle and who have excelled in life; women who have followed their dreams and dared to live life on their own terms! Some of them came by their success easily, most by triumphing over adversity. All are survivors who boldly took on challenges that many of us—men or women—would find daunting.

While each woman featured in this book is unique and extraordinary in her own right, there are, not surprisingly, certain attributes they all have in common. In addition to being avowed Harley riders—and in many cases ambassadors for women’s motorcycling—they are successful, intelligent, freethinking, adventurous, risk takers, creative, inspiring, tenacious, and spiritually inclined if not religious. And when the bottle is not quite full they view it as half full—never half empty! Another distinct commonality is the fact that many of them come from broken homes and divorced parents. Consequently quite a number of them wound up in relationships that also ended in divorce. Most of them, however, have by now found Mr. Right: kindred spirits who share their outlook on life and a love for motorcycles.


Although we had many candidates who were interested in participating in the book, we came across no one under the age of thirty—perhaps this can be attributed to economics. For many younger women, riding a motorcycle of Harley-Davidson’s caliber is not within their budget. While our youngest rider was thirty-five at the time of interviewing her, the average age of the women in Biker Chicz of North America is about forty-four. On the extreme end is a fascinating lady who still rides at the age of eighty-five. Some were forthright about how many years they’ve put behind them; some preferred to keep it a “lady’s secret.” Ultimately it’s not about age, but about the lifestyle—a lifestyle that can be enjoyed by young and old alike.


We consider it an honor and a privilege to have gotten to know these fascinating women. We would like to thank them for supporting our project by taking the time to share their stories with us. While this book’s focus is on women who ride, we felt it appropriate to include a primer on the history of motorcycles and the role women played in it. We also thought some background information on Harley-Davidson wouldn’t be out of place. We recommend the reading of our introduction, “Women—Bicycles—Motorcycles and Harleys,” in order to better appreciate and understand what the scene is all about, even if you are a longtime rider.


Welcome to Biker Chicz of North America!


Edward Winterhalder and Wil De Clercq

Tulsa, Oklahoma

September 2010

Introduction

Women—Bicycles—Motorcycles and Harleys

The motorcycle—a direct descendant of the safety bicycle—was the first motorized vehicle to emerge from the industrial age. Predating the automobile by twenty-five years and the airplane by thirty-six, this modern mechanical innovation at once captured the imagination of men and women alike. Though motorcycling was initially considered a relatively inexpensive mode of transportation as well as a recreation/competition vehicle for men, women integrated themselves into the motorcycling community from the day the first reliable “motorized cycle” was produced for public consumption at the turn of the 19th century.

When motorcycling was in its infancy, however, the “weaker sex,” as women were commonly referred to, faced considerable social and personal barriers before gaining acceptance as motorcyclists. Although society was on the verge of an era that would spawn inconceivable technological advancements, women, as a whole, were still considered second-class citizens, more or less at the beck and call of men. Doing manly things was considered the domain of men and riding motorcycles was one of those things. Women who dared to throw a leg over a motorcycle were viewed as unladylike, oddities, misfits, interlopers, and gender traitors. Not just by narrow-minded men, but also by the majority of women!

In reality, women who took up motorcycling were independent, resourceful, brave, bold and tenacious. They came from all walks of life, including the middle classes as well as sophisticated high society. For the latter types, riding a motorcycle was an interesting and adventurous thing to do; for the former it was often a necessity. Some of the earliest women motorcyclists were the wives and daughters of farmers, ranchers, and small business owners. Women who were able to ride a motorcycle—especially one with a sidecar to carry family members as well as cargo—were considered an asset to their menfolk.

By the time the first production motorcycles arrived on the scene in the late 1800s, many women had already embraced the bicycle—an amazing technological innovation in itself—for its mobility and freedom. As with their desire to ride motorcycles, women had been confronted with the same negativity a decade or so earlier, when they started riding bicycles. While men considered freedom and mobility to be a birthright, women were discouraged from riding a bicycle…even more so a motorized one. Simply put, it was considered unacceptable behavior for a lady: she was expected to stay at home and not go gallivanting about town on her own.

Ironically, the bicycle, like the motorcycle later, was a major catalyst in the evolution of women’s advancement in a society that was gradually encountering a major reality shift. The prominent American suffragist and equal rights leader Susan B. Anthony made the following statement about bicycles, when someone asked her what she thought about women riding these new contraptions: “Let me tell you what I think of bicycling…I think it has done more to emancipate women than anything else in the world. A woman on a bicycle presents the picture of free and untrammeled womanhood.” A 1900 U.S. Census report attributed a “revolution in social conditions” to the bicycle. The motorcycle would not only accelerate this revolution in social conditions, it would foster a new industry and economic revolution as well.

One of the early benefits attributed to the bicycle and motorcycle was a change in the way women began to dress. Cumbersome attire, including long skirts that descended below the ankles, as convention required, was a serious impediment to riding a belt or chain-driven two-wheeled vehicle. By sheer necessity shorter skirts and bifurcated garments called bloomers—basically a long skirt cut down the middle and re-stitched to resemble men’s trousers—were introduced so women could safely ride without becoming entangled in the bike’s drive mechanism or rear wheel. From bloomers evolved trousers especially tailored for women. This progress did not come without a price. Any woman who donned rational riding gear like leather jackets and pants would be subject to mockery. She also put herself at risk of violating what was then considered the proper dress code. A good example of this was when the Van Buren sisters were arrested in 1916 and fined for publicly wearing trousers while on a transcontinental motorcycle journey of the United States.

Many men considered women who rode motorcycles a direct threat to their masculinity. Most things mechanical, after all, had been the product of a male’s imagination and therefore their domain. The frail image of women perpetuated by the Victorian Era was slowly giving way to women of independence, strong of will and body. Women were starting to demonstrate that their gender was no basis for disenfranchisement from a rapidly changing world. Pioneer women riders not only proved their mettle by being able to tame and handle the heavy beasts motorcycles would become, once they evolved from a simple motor-driven bicycle to the real deal, but they also mandated that they possessed the aptitude for things mechanical. Early motorcycles were finicky and often broke down; being able to make repairs was par for the course, especially on long-distance country rides where no mechanics could be found. 

Although undoubtedly she had predecessors, the first documented woman to ride a motorcycle in the United States was a certain Mrs. G. N. Rogers of Schenectady, New York. As far back as 1902 there is mention of Mrs. Rogers being quite an accomplished rider. Other than that, little is known about her. But officially she will forever be known as the first American female to ride a “motor-cycle,” the name given to the motorized bicycle by the American inventor Edward J. Pennington.

High Society—Glamour and Danger

While ordinary women pioneered motorcycling—putting up with all the negativity and criticism that came with it—high-profile women helped to popularize it and make it more socially acceptable. The list of renowned women who took up motorcycling in the early decades of the 20th century is impressive. Dorothy Rice, the oldest daughter of New York millionaire/industrialist Isaac Rice, founder of General Dynamics, has been credited with being the first woman to ride a motorcycle in New York City. Riding a flashy blue bike in 1906—most motorcycles still came in black or gray—Ms. Rice was dubbed “The Blue Streak Girl” by New York gossip columnists and headline hunters.

Wherever she rode, Dorothy drew attention, especially for her full-throttle attitude, occasional arrests, and speeding tickets. How her family and their friends, who included such luminaries as the King of Spain, the King of Sweden, the Czar of Russia, Madame Curie, President McKinley, and Pope Pius X, felt about her tearing around the city at breakneck speeds is unknown. But there was nothing unladylike about Dorothy, for she was a prodigious poet and the head of the Poetry Society of America. Later in life she became a world-renowned bridge player with her husband/partner. Her audaciousness and counter-image of women motorcyclists inspired other young New York City women to take up riding. Included in this group was well-known vaudeville performer Clara Inge, one of more than a dozen female bikers in the city around 1910.

Clara Wagner, daughter of St. Paul, Minnesota, motorcycle manufacturer George Wagner, started riding when she was fifteen years old. In 1907, she became the first female to gain membership in the Federation of American Motorcyclists (FAM), a precursor of the American Motorcyclist Association (AMA). Three years later she accomplished a perfect score in a 365-mile (584-kilometer) male-dominated endurance race from Chicago to Indianapolis. Soon the thrills and dangers of racing motorcycles attracted two young debutantes from Indianapolis, Viola Culip and Mabel Masters, whose parents were among the wealthiest in the city. At the age of sixteen they took up motorcycling and in 1911 gained local notoriety as flat-track racers.


As early as 1907 women like Mrs. C. B. Clark enthralled spectators by riding her motorcycle in a sixteen-foot latticed globe aptly called the “Hazardous Globe of Death.” Clark’s exploits inspired other women riders including Margaret Gast, May Williams, Jean Perry, Olive Hagar, and Marjorie Kemp to take motorcycle riding to the limit and beyond. Gast was the first woman to compete on the deadly board-track (motordrome) racing circuit, which was popular from 1907 to 1928, when it was outlawed due to a string of horrific crashes and fatalities. Gast, like Williams and Perry, also performed on the so-called “Wall of Death,” large perpendicular, barrel-like structures with a platform around the top edge from which spectators could watch the riders as they sped around the inside of the walls, held in place by centrifugal force.


Fond du Lac, Wisconsin’s Vera Matthews, a respected equestrian, said riding a motorcycle was easier than riding a horse. Ms. Matthews’s renown and good looks were put to use by Feilbach Motorcycles, which featured her in a number of circa 1912 advertisements. Silent film actress Easter Walters, an accomplished trick rider who did many of her own movie stunts, added a touch of Hollywood glamour to women’s motorcycling in the late teens and early twenties. She was one of the first entertainment celebrities to own a Harley-Davidson. Today no self-respecting star with adventure in her blood is without one.

Adeline and Augusta Van Buren—descendants of former U.S. President Martin Van Buren—gained recognition as the first motorcyclists ever to ascend and descend the 14,110-foot (4,301-meters) tall Pikes Peak while on a cross-country trip in 1916. The Brooklyn, New York natives were also among the first women to ride across the United States. No doubt the sisters were captivated and inspired by the adventurous Effie and Avis Hotchkiss. The mother/daughter team completed a 9,000-mile (14,490-kilometer) trek across the land over a two-month period in 1915. Effie, who was employed as a bank clerk in New York City, rode the bike while her mother sat in the sidecar. The Van Burens, who were the first women to make the cross-country trip on separate bikes, traveled over 5,500 miles (8,855 kilometers) from New York to San Francisco in fifty-eight days. (This included the day they spent in jail for breaking some backwater’s dress code.) After arriving in San Francisco, the sisters continued down the California coast to Mexico, just on a whim!

Although many of the early male-dominated motorcycle clubs allowed women to join, in 1938 the first all-female club was formed in California, called the Sacramento Cyclettes. In 1940, Linda Dugeau and the legendary Dorothy “Dot” Robinson founded the Motor Maids, which would become the most renowned women’s motorcycle club in the United States. The club, which attracted fifty-one members when it was founded, set the standard for all subsequent women’s motorcycle clubs and is still active today. Under the helm of Dugeau and Robinson, the Motor Maids were instrumental in inspiring women across America to take up riding and experience the joys of motorcycling.

Robinson, always immaculately groomed and coifed, is known as the First Lady of Motorcycling. Although best known for her tireless work with the Motor Maids, she first gained attention when she podiumed at the Flint, Michigan 100 Race in 1930; five years later she set a transcontinental endurance record. In 1940, the year she won the prestigious Jack Pine National Enduro, Robinson became the first woman to claim an AMA National Championship.

The surge in the number of women motorcyclists, which had started in the 1930s, continued well into the World War II years of the 1940s. Women like Rosalie Myers, Theresa Wallach, Dot Robinson, and Bessie Stringfield—all inductees of the Motorcycle Hall of Fame—put their riding skills to good use as military couriers and dispatch riders. Tens of thousands of women played a pivotal role in the American war effort by filling in traditional men’s jobs such as machine operators, welders, riveters, mechanics, etc.—jobs vacated by men who went off to war—and for many of them riding a motorcycle was the most effective and economical way to get to work. For some women, the war years presented the perfect opportunity to learn how to ride a motorcycle. In many cases, the bike of choice was stored in a shed or garage right on their family’s property, left there by husbands, brothers, fathers, or boyfriends who were fighting in Europe or the Pacific Theater.


But the end of the war spelled the end for many women motorcyclists. Men reclaimed the motorcycle as their own and women were expected be the type of model housewife depicted in popular sitcoms of the 1950s like The Adventures of Ozzie and Harriet, Father Knows Best and Leave It to Beaver. The dawning of postwar outlaw motorcycle clubs like the Booze Fighters, the Pissed Off Bastards, and the Hells Angels soon cast the motorcycle in a negative light, because of their well-publicized and highly exaggerated exploits by the media. Women motorcyclists in particular would bear the brunt of this. It was one thing to be a “bad boy” and quite another to be a “bad girl,” which came replete with connotations of loose sexual morals, lack of propriety, and falling short of idealized femininity. It would take more than three decades to erase this stigma. In fact, it took until the ’90s—when pretty well anything and everything started to become the norm—that the sight of a woman riding a motorcycle, whether for transportation, recreation, or competition, became commonplace.


As was the case more than a century ago, today’s women riders are attracted to motorcycles for essentially the same reasons as men. When posing a fundamental question like “why do you ride?” the answers one receives are unanimous: a profound feeling of freedom, empowerment, transcendence, maximization of the senses, unbridled adventure, situational awareness, and communing with the environment. Dig a little deeper and comments arise such as the adrenaline rush of putting the pedal to the metal and having the bike respond like a spirited thoroughbred, its exhaust note sounding like an abstract symphony orchestrated by flickin’ the gears and rockin’ the throttle.

There is something about the motorcycle that intrinsically appeals to human nature. Perhaps because it’s the modern equivalent of the horse, an animal we have had a close relationship with and appreciated for thousands of years for its beauty, grace, and transportation. Riding a motorcycle is not unlike riding a horse: every motion made, from the slightest to the most significant, produces a reaction. The rider’s torso, shoulders, arms, wrists, hands, fingers, legs, and feet are all instrumental in the operation of a motorcycle. It is truly a case of a human being harmonizing with a machine, his or her immediate surroundings and the elements.


The experience of piloting a motorcycle cannot be replicated by driving an automobile, which isolates its driver in a cocoon-like environment. In a car the outside world is experienced through sheets of glass, seen but not participated in. On a motorcycle the outside world is never excluded from the experience; hence the feeling of freedom, exhilaration, and living in the moment. While elements of danger and various degrees of discomfort filter into the equation of riding a motorcycle, the trade-offs are unparalleled. For many these factors translate into a form of ecstasy!


The All-American Freedom Machine


Riding a motorcycle is the epitome of coolness. It’s about individuality. The motorcycle symbolizes abstract themes of rebellion, glamour, nonconformity, living on the edge, danger, and sex. Riding a motorcycle makes a statement. And when it comes to two wheels, no bigger statement can be made than riding a Harley-Davidson motorcycle. For a dyed-in-the-wool biker, Harley-Davidson is the real deal…the only real deal!


While riding a sleek high-performance GP replica, a moped, and everything in between says a lot of about its rider, nothing says more about a person than riding a Harley-Davidson. No other motorcycle personifies biker culture like a Harley-Davidson; in fact, the name Harley-Davidson is synonymous with biker culture. The brand was instrumental in the formation of American biker culture, a culture that has spread and mutated around the world. To this day, Harley-Davidson remains its quintessential component.

Harley-Davidson is more than a motorcycle. It is a cultural icon with a storied history that dates back more than one hundred years. Of the more than three hundred motorcycle manufacturers that once existed in the United States, Harley-Davidson is the only one to have operated continuously since it was founded in 1903, the same year as the Ford Motor Company was launched. Harley-Davidson is the most recognizable motorcycle in the world and one of the most treasured. This can in part be attributed to the bike’s commanding aesthetics and distinctive rumbling sound. In many countries, getting one’s hands on a Harley is akin to striking gold—a priceless piece of functional mechanical art that has many imitators but no equals!

Like the country that gave birth to the biker culture lifestyle, Harley-Davidson is as American as apple pie and Uncle Sam. It’s no mere coincidence that the eagle—the national symbol of the United States—happens to be the primary image for Harley-Davidson. The first motorcycle manufacturer in the United States, however, was not Harley-Davidson, as some people have come to believe because of the company’s longevity and mystique.

Like nearly all companies that saw potential in the motorcycle business, the Waltham Manufacturing Company, which launched the first American-built consumer motorcycle in 1898, was a bicycle manufacturer. And like all so-called motorcycles of the time, their machine, called the Orient-Aster, was nothing more than a bicycle to which an internal combustion engine had been attached. Three years after the Orient-Aster hit the market, the Hendee Manufacturing Company designed a prototype motorcycle that went into production a year later under the brand name Indian, which became an icon in its own right.

Waltham Manufacturing, reincorporated as the Indian Motorcycle Company in the early 1920s, would, along with Harley-Davidson, be the only American motorcycle builder still standing in 1950. Three years later Indian Motorcycles declared bankruptcy. Although the Indian Motorcycles brand was brought back to life on a few occasions—most recently in 2006 by Stellican Limited, a British private equity fund which set up production in North Carolina—Harley-Davidson remains the only genuine American motorcycle on the planet.

The Harley-Davidson Motorcycle Company was founded in Milwaukee, Wisconsin, by William “Bill” Harley and Arthur “Art” Davidson in 1903. The mechanically inclined friends had already begun tinkering and combining small motors with bicycles in 1901, when they were twenty and twenty-two years old, respectively. Unlike its predecessors, however, Harley-Davidson can claim to be the first motorcycle-specific company to see the light of day in the United States.

Bill Harley and Art Davidson’s aim was to literally reinvent the mousetrap and build motorcycles of superior quality, design, and functionality. To begin with, a number of prototypes were cobbled together based on designs by Harley, a gifted draftsman. While this in itself was nothing revolutionary by the time they sold their first motorcycle in 1904, many of their machines’ attributes were. One of their early innovations was a crude type of carburetor fashioned from a discarded tomato can. The concept was used until 1909, when new advancements were introduced.

In keeping with their mission, Harley and Davidson were leaders in taking the spindly bicycle out of the “motor-cycle” equation. The motorcycle that provided the cornerstone for the Harley-Davidson dynasty was a 475cc single-cylinder machine dubbed the Silent Gray Fellow. It was, to say the least, totally ahead of its time. It was cutting-edge and state-of-the-art—terminology not yet dreamed up—but most appropriate nonetheless. The bike’s advanced loop-frame design took it out of the motorized bicycle category and defined the modern motorcycle for many years to come, the fundamentals of which are still evident today. Bill Harley’s design for the Springer front end—introduced in 1907—was so successful that the system was used right up to the first-year Panheads, which were introduced in 1948.

Five years after they envisioned their own motorcycle company, Art Davidson’s brother Walt joined the team. William A. Davidson also came aboard and the company would remain exclusively in the Harley and Davidson families’ hands until January 7, 1969. The invasion of Japanese motorcycles and squabbles among the younger generation of Harleys and Davidsons led to the company’s absorption by the conglomerate American Machine and Foundry Company (AMF), for a reported $22 million. Family members had already endorsed a proposition to take the company public in 1965. A few years later, with bankruptcy fears looming in the back of their minds, management started making “merger” overtures to several prospects. AMF rose to the occasion and would, for better or worse, hold the company’s reins for the next eleven and a half years.

Some say AMF nearly destroyed Harley-Davidson. Others believe it saved the company from inevitable bankruptcy and made possible a transition to the next level. While the value of company shares rose and bike sales held their own against less expensive and sporty Japanese bikes, the quality of America’s motorcycle icon was slowly blowing out of its exhaust pipes. AMF doubled Harley’s output using the company’s antiquated assembly line, resulting in bikes that in many quarters became synonymous with “junk.” It got so bad that the motorcycles, which had also increased in sticker price, sometimes arrived at dealerships with pieces missing. Warranty issues became problematic and many longtime dealers as well as loyal customers became disillusioned.  Numerous veteran Harley-Davidson workers left in disgust. Complicating matters were the death of William J. Harley at the age of fifty-nine in 1971, followed shortly thereafter by the resignation of Walter Davidson Jr. as vice president and sales manager.

Although AMF made few changes to Harley-Davidson’s management, an “us versus them” mentality quickly took hold. On one side were the families and their supporters, on the other the AMF brass. Willie G. Davidson, grandson of co-founder William A. Davidson, was one of those who stuck out the roller-coaster AMF years. Willie G. followed the suggestions of the AMF Sales and Marketing Department that he get a reality check and reach out to the Harley riders of America. Although the AMF people knew very little about the motorcycle industry, it was obvious to them that those who should know were clearly out of touch with the marketplace and consumers. Willie G. took up the clarion call, hit the road, and started mingling with the Harley riders fold.

For all intents and purposes, Willie G.’s foray into the Harley bikers’ world was an eye-opener. He talked little and listened a lot, gaining valuable insight into what bikers expected, liked, disliked, and needed. In 1971 Willie G.’s response came in the form of the Harley-Davidson Super Glide, designated the FX. The FX, which was the company’s inaugural custom bike, boasted a number of noteworthy “firsts.” It proved to be an evolutionary hybrid that amalgamated some of the best features of two existing models, the Sportster and FL.

The rocky relationship between AMF and Harley-Davidson’s insiders came to an end in June 1981, when a group of thirteen H-D stalwarts purchased back the company. Included in the group was Willie G. Davidson—backed by his father William H. Davidson—Vaughn Beals and Jeffrey Bleustein. Board Chairman Beals was chosen to navigate the reborn family company through new waters.

Many trials and tribulations dogged Harley-Davidson over the next decade including the ever-present specter of bankruptcy. Vaughn Beals and his management team initiated a no-nonsense approach to keep Harley afloat. A new lean, mean, and clean agenda was implemented. A freeze on management salaries, layoffs, the liquidation of the company’s non-motorcycle divisions, such as golf carts and industrial vehicles, and the closing of one of their production plants followed in short order. A “cease-and- desist” campaign against unlicensed use of Harley-Davidson logos and names was initiated in 1983. Taking back the brand name and exploiting it to their own ends through merchandising of numerous ancillary products would evolve into a lucrative multimillion-dollar sideline for the company.

Another strategical move was the taking over of the Harley-Davidson Owners Association, founded by Carl Wicks. Mr. Wicks was informed by corporate that they were replacing his organization with their own Harley Owners Group (HOG), which today has over one million members. The acronym HOG was no mere coincidence; it capitalized on the nickname given to Harley-Davidson motorcycles in its early days of racing, when the factory team adopted a piglet as its mascot. Despite of or because of its many controversial moves, Harley-Davidson weathered the stormy years of regrouping and refocusing. As it had proved since 1903, the Harley-Davidson Motor Company was a glowing example of American ingenuity, determination, and survival.

A New Era Dawns for Harley-Davidson

The outlaw biker stigma that had been attached to the Harley motorcycle for decades started to fade by the early ’90s: the brand was becoming a status symbol for an upwardly mobile new class of movers and shakers called yuppies (young urban professionals) and rubs (rich urban bikers). Wannabe bad boys—better known as “weekend warriors”—who included CEOs, entrepreneurs, doctors, dentists, bankers, lawyers, etc., wanted to own and be seen on a Harley. By the turn of the 21st century and well into the new decade, retiring union factory workers, high on generous severance packages and sweet pensions, fulfilled a lifelong dream of owning a Harley. Another noticeable trend was that more and more women—many of them progeny of the 1960s women’s liberation movement pioneers—were also buying Harley-Davidson motorcycles.


The acquisition of a new Harley-Davidson motorcycle is unlike any other. First hailed as the All-American Freedom Machine by promotion-savvy AMF marketing staff, the slogan has evolved beyond the patriotic fervor it was meant to instill in the 1980s, when the Japanese were unloading their bikes on North American soil by the millions at bargain-basement prices. Even now, buying a Japanese bike might be less expensive, but at the end of the day it’s still just another motorcycle regardless of its looks, power, and technology. New Harley owners receive a key that not only starts their bikes but also opens the door to the fulfillment of dreams and fantasies. It’s also the key to a distinctive and exclusive biker culture.


The trend of a growing women’s motorcycle market did not escape Harley. By the late ’90s the company insisted on their dealerships becoming more upscale and women-friendly. Some bike models, such as the Sportster, were especially designed to attract women riders. While the Harley Owners Group openly welcomes women riders (and passengers), Ladies of Harley was conceived to operate in parallel with HOG, but with a focus on women’s issues. During the past six years the number of women Harley riders in North America has grown significantly. Marketing directly to women has become a full-fledged, well-organized endeavor. Most of the women used in their advertising campaigns are actual Harley-Davidson riders, not just pretty faces who wouldn’t know a Knucklehead from a Panhead.


Among Harley’s women-specific marketing programs are high-profile motorcycle events. Since 2007, Harley-Davidson has paid tribute to women riders at America’s largest annual biker gatherings, including the famed Sturgis Motorcycle Rally and 
Daytona Bike Week. In an effort to help showcase Harley’s dedication to educating and empowering both current women riders and those who dream of hitting the open road, the company pulls out all the stops. During the weeklong celebration at Sturgis, Harley offers a variety of activities specifically for women. Included in this initiative is an interactive women’s area featuring motorcycle and product information, seminars, and giveaways. Women are treated to a wide array of information including demonstrations on how to pick up a downed bike, customizing their motorcycle for fit, function, and style, and conducting a pre-ride safety check. There are also tips on healthy eating while on the road and choosing functional and fashionable gear, from sporty-casual to “girls’ night out.” Women across North America have welcomed these initiatives.


Roughly 14 percent of Harley-Davidson customers are women. Predominantly they are found on Sportster and Softail models, which have lower seating positions. The latest Sportster model, the Iron 883, allows for plenty of personalization options at a relatively low cost. And because there are several ways to ergonomically adapt a bike for riders of smaller stature, including lower seats and adjustments to footpegs and handlebars, a significant increase in women choosing to ride larger models, right up to the heavy touring bikes, has been noted.

According to Leslie Prevish, women’s outreach manager for Harley-Davidson USA, a woman who rides a Harley projects an aura of confidence and independence. Prevish notes that in today’s world a Harley is not just a symbol of freedom for women: it’s also a metaphor for equality.


Cris Sommer Simmons – Fearless but Respectful


On the back cover of Cris Sommer Simmons’s awe-inspiring book, The American Motorcycle Girls 1900 to 1950, country singer-songwriter legend Willie Nelson commented, “I have always thought that you could tell a lot about a person by the way he or she looks on a horse or bike. There is a certain look of independence, pride and freedom. Fearless but respectful. Kinda like you, Cris.” Nelson, who is friends with Cris and her husband, Patrick, should know. He is a man with a keen eye for a person’s character and tells it like it is whether in song or conversation. Cris not only looks good on a horse and a bike—as if she was born to be in a saddle: she truly projects independence, pride and freedom. She is also fearless but respectful: attributes that have taken her through a fascinating life’s journey of which the motorcycle has been front and center since she was a young girl.



Although it was the farthest thing from her mind, Cris saw her passion for motorcycles turn into an unexpected writing career; a career that has sustained her for over twenty-five years. Not surprisingly, giving a voice to women’s motorcycling has been the Chicago native’s main writing theme since 1983, starting with Women in The Wind Motorcycle Club newsletters. In The American Motorcycle Girls 1900 to 1950, Cris’s most recent major writing project—published by Parker House in 2009—she pays tribute to American women motorcycling pioneers of the first half of the 20th century. Many of them have attained iconic status over the years. It is the kind of book that can only be written by someone with an in-depth knowledge and fervor for the subject: a person who has lived the life him or herself. Cris Sommer Simmons fits the bill from A to Z!



Nothing short of an American motorcycling icon herself, Cris has been riding motorcycles solo since the age of fourteen. A three-time Motorcycle Hall of Fame inductee, Cris has been a women’s motorcycling ambassador extraordinaire since the early 1980s. She is the kind of woman who practices what she preaches, and preaching the gospel of women’s motorcycling has been one of her longtime missions. Over the years, she turned riding a motorcycle into a fine art and a lifestyle she feels inclined to share with anyone who is interested.


“I always wanted to be a writer but I didn’t set out to pursue writing as a career. I really did well in grade and high school writing essays and short stories, but I never went to journalism school or college. Becoming a writer is actually something that developed as a by-product of my biker lifestyle. It’s the last thing I thought riding a motorcycle would lead to. I guess I was just fulfilling my destiny,” Cris said.


Cris was born into a family of seven children, which include five brothers, Tim, Mark, Joe, Rick, and Jason, and sister Rachel. Her mother, Shirlee, a career cosmetician who worked for Lancôme, encouraged Cris and the rest of her kids to follow their dreams. Although her parents divorced when she was very young, Cris regularly saw her father while growing up. He even taught her how to fly, something she loved doing. But her true passion was for motorcycles. As a youngster, and later as a teen, she hung out with her brothers and all the neighborhood guys. She played tackle football, hockey, and second base for the neighborhood baseball team. When she was four, all her little female friends talked about becoming ballerinas. Not Cris—she wanted to be a truck driver! She never did drive trucks, but riding motorcycles fulfilled her dreams of travel and adventure. It would take her places, literally and figuratively, that a truck never could.


Her love affair with motorcycles began at the age of nine. That’s when she started pestering her stepfather, Richard, a sheetmetal worker, to take her out for rides on his 750 Honda. She was hooked on motorcycles from the get-go and made a promise to herself to one day ride her own bike. She was particularly keen on Harleys, ever since she heard and saw her first one at the age of thirteen. Cris had already inherited a taste for adventure from her biological father, Joe, who flew airplanes since he was nineteen years old. He even owned his own private Piper Cherokee 6, which he used to take tourists and photographers on sightseeing excursions in and around Chicago.

“I grew up around airports. I was a real airport brat. I never passed up a chance to go flying with my dad and the sensation of actually piloting an airplane is a thrill that cannot be equaled, except maybe riding a bike. I think I could have made a good pilot, but my heart and soul were in motorcycles. Every time my stepdad fired up his bike I’d run out of the house hoping he would take me along for a ride. There was something about the looks and sound of a motorcycle that attracted me, not to mention the feeling of excitement being on one, even if it was just as a passenger. I got my first motorcycle, a Yamaha Twin Jet 100, when I was around fourteen years old. It wasn’t quite a Harley but it was a start. My stepdad showed me how to operate the bike in the parking lot of a local Wonder Bread outlet store. It took me less time to learn how to ride a motorcycle than it had a bicycle. I felt like, yes, this is it! I had expected a battle from my mom about me getting a motorcycle, but she was totally okay with it. I was a bit surprised. My mother was not exactly a biker type woman. She had been a model and actress before having a family, and then worked in the cosmetics industry, something you don’t really equate with motorcycles,” Cris explained.


Not surprisingly, Cris was the only girl in her neighborhood who rode a bike at the time. Although she was too young to obtain a license, she rode her Twin Jet on the street as well as off-road, where she raced dirt bike-mounted boys, often winning the unofficial competitions. In her last year of high school, however, Cris sold her bike and didn’t ride again for a few years. She went through a teenage growth spurt and the Twin Jet no longer suited her. And she wanted to be more accepted by her peers. It just wasn’t cool to have grease under your fingernails and riding a motorcycle was considered a boys’ thing to do.


Despite holding her own in elementary school—she was reading at high school level by the fifth grade—and later in high school, Cris had no aspirations to go to college. She had worked for the United States Postal Service in her senior year at East Leyden High School in Franklin Park, Illinois, from which she graduated in 1975. Eventually she landed a job as a letter carrier with the Addison, Illinois, post office, where she stayed for ten years. It was a job she thoroughly enjoyed and thought she would do till she retired. But slinging a mailbag and delivering mail would prove to be a stepping-stone to another career, one that resonated with her love for motorcycles and childhood desire to become a writer.

Cris gives a lot of credit to her first husband, Gary Sommer, whom she married in 1980, for encouraging her to start riding again. He also taught her the basics of wrenching and bike maintenance. For the first few years they were together, however, she rode as a passenger wherever they went. More than a year into their relationship, Gary suggested she take his Harley for a ride on her own. Although she had never ridden anything bigger than a 100cc, Cris took to the heavy Harley like a bird to air despite the different handling characteristics. She knew then that her days of riding as a passenger were coming to an end.


“I met Gary through a friend at the post office. I was in my last year of high school and no longer had the Twin Jet. Although he was six years older, I discovered he rode a Harley, which definitely scored some points with me. I didn’t know anybody at that time who owned a Harley. When he showed up for the first time, he came bombing down the road on a Shovelhead. That already had my heart beating a bit faster. He was the real deal. He looked the part. He had belonged to a few different clubs in the past and still hung around with some of the guys, though none of them were involved with any clubs anymore, either. What really got me was that his bike had no kickstand. He just laid it down on the ground. I thought, wow, this is pretty interesting. I knew we were going to get along famously. And we did for about thirteen years,” Cris said.


In August 1975, soon after she and Gary became a couple, the two were involved in a bad motorcycle accident, which left her with a broken leg in two places and various road rashes. She decided that if she were going to be involved in another crash, she would be the one doing the crashing. It was not long after her leg healed that Gary encouraged Cris to take his Harley for a spin around the neighborhood. That one ride is all it took for her to get a motorcycle license and become a loyal Harley rider. That same year, at the age of nineteen, she bought a 1977 Sportster. She moved up to a 1979 Shovelhead after only one year on the Sportster.

“When I got my first Harley, there were still plenty of men who didn’t want their wives or girlfriends to ride. But having a hardcore biker like Gary encourage me to ride meant a lot. It illustrated that for some men gender isn’t an issue when it comes to riding. If you can handle the bike you’re looked upon as an equal. There was a very close friend of ours, however, an ‘old-school’ ex-club member, who told me I didn’t belong on my own bike. But I must have earned his respect. He soon told me that I ‘rode just like a guy.’ Coming from him this was a huge compliment. Funny, today we are still close friends,” Cris said. 

Once she got her Sportster, Cris and Gary started putting a lot of miles on their bikes; sometimes just the two of them, sometimes with friends and other couples. Cross-country trips and major motorcycle festivals and rallies became regular destinations. Female friends, however, mostly rode on the back of their old man’s bike. It wouldn’t be until the early 1980s that Cris started making friends with women who also rode. One of the first was Linda “Jo” Giovannoni, who worked in the parts department of a local Harley-Davidson dealership. They hit it off right away, enjoyed each other’s company, and often went riding together.

OEBPS/nav.xhtml

        
            Table of Contents


            
                		
                    Content
                


            


        
    

