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To my family, Sylvia, Jessica, and Laura;

my cycling siblings, Clif, Steven, and Erica;

my mother, Allye;

and in memory of my father, Arthur



PROLOGUE


Madison Square Garden, 1896

On the clear, brisk Saturday afternoon of December 5, 1896, an unusual pair of men strode to New York City’s Madison Square Garden, where thousands would soon assemble for one of the era’s greatest sporting events. The first man, Louis de Franklin Munger, was a lissome figure, with a hawkish gaze, a bristle-thick mustache, and close-cropped hair parted at the apex of his forehead. Munger had once been crowned the world’s fastest man and now, at the age of thirty-three, his championship days behind him, he was still widely recognized by an admiring public. Everyone called him “Birdie,” an appellation that evoked his love of speed and freedom. Now he had new ambitions. The second man, just eighteen years old, was described somewhat mysteriously in press accounts as Munger’s “valet.” He seemed at first glance a short, slight figure, but a close look revealed a compact body with remarkably muscular legs.

As the pair approached Madison Avenue and 26th Street, the arena—the second of what would be several iterations of Madison Square Garden—came into view. The structure was one of the city’s greatest architectural confections, designed by the legendary Stanford White, whose firm was responsible for many of the Gilded Age mansions that lined the most fashionable streets of Manhattan. The Garden’s Moorish arches marched down the avenue; a succession of teardrop-shaped cupolas ringed a fifth-story roof garden. High above, an Italianate tower concealed a private apartment and climbed another three hundred feet into the sky. Atop it all, an Augustus Saint-Gaudens sculpture of Diana, a twelve-foot-tall unclothed gilded figure aiming a bow and arrow at the winds, proclaimed to all who could see her from miles around that this was the grandest public palace in America.

Munger and his young friend arrived early, before most of the spectators would stream through the Garden’s granite pillars and into the marbled, mosaic entryway. Inside, parquet boards had been laid to create a bicycle-racing oval. More than nine thousand people could be squeezed into the galleries around the track, with standing room for several thousand more. A sliding glass roof opened for ventilation. Within hours, the crowds gathered, and the Garden buzzed with excited murmurs. At eight p.m., a group of racers assembled on the oval and mounted their bicycles. The twenty-five-foot-wide track was sharply curved and steeply banked to a degree that some riders deemed too dangerous. Workmen had applied a coating to the track that failed to cure evenly, leaving it slippery. The crowd noise reached a low roar as the racers readied. One of those at the starting line stood out. It was the teenager who had been called Munger’s “valet.”

•  •  •

Munger had been a legendary figure at the dawn of cycling, winning world records on a high-wheeler, which typically featured a large, solid wheel in the front and a small one in back. As his career faded in the early 1890s, a new type of bicycle had become wildly popular, with two equal-sized wheels and air-filled tubes. Munger had also raced the early, heavy versions of those models, and he now was in a contest to build the world’s lightest, fastest “safety” cycles, as the new bikes were called.

Indeed, Munger had appeared in this arena earlier in the year touting his bicycles as the world’s best. Tens of thousands of New Yorkers viewed the wares of hundreds of exhibiters, marveling at the latest racing cycle, or a $5,000 showpiece festooned with diamonds, or an Army-designed model bristling with weaponry. The age of the automobile was more than a decade away. This was the time of the “silent steed,” ballyhooed as a replacement for the horse. One of every three patents in the 1890s was related to bicycle manufacture, and more than one million new bikes were expected to be sold in this boom year of 1896. The country had 30,000 bicycle shops and 250 bicycle factories. The main sports of the day were baseball, boxing, and bicycle racing—and cycling was by far the most popular.

Now, as the great annual race began at Madison Square Garden, the crowd focused on Munger’s companion standing on the starting line with a lightweight, state-of-the-art bicycle. The protégé was unlike any racer the spectators had seen before at Madison Square Garden. He was a black man. Not just black, the press reported, but “ebony,” “a veritable black diamond,” “the black meteor.” Those were the kind descriptions. He was housed and sponsored by the South Brooklyn Wheelmen, which called him the “dark secret of Gowanus,” a reference to the Brooklyn neighborhood of brick industrial buildings where he began his training routes with the club’s riders.

The crowd buzzed as they realized they were about to witness a race of white versus black. At stake was much more than a bicycling victory; there was also the prevalent notion among whites that their race was superior. On one side of this contest was a clutch of the world’s most experienced racers, all of them white. On the other was the little-known eighteen-year-old who had come to this unlikely moment under Birdie’s wing.

His name was Marshall Taylor, known as “Major.” The son of a soldier who had fought for the Union in the Civil War, Taylor had raced in amateur competitions but nothing like the vaunted venue of Madison Square Garden. This would be Taylor’s professional racing debut. Logic might have dictated such a start should take place out of the spotlight, but Munger had suggested Taylor’s professional career would begin at the top on this great stage. There was a band on hand, as usual, and the members looked through their sheaves of music for “Dixie,” known as the unofficial anthem of the Confederacy.

•  •  •

How remarkable that Major Taylor was there at all. Six months earlier, in May 1896, the US Supreme Court had decided Plessy v. Ferguson, the case of Homer Plessy of Louisiana, who was determined to be seven-eighths Caucasian and one-eighth African, and had sought to ride in the first-class compartment of the East Louisiana Railroad. When he refused a detective’s request to move to a blacks-only car, he was arrested for violating the 1890 Separate Car Act, which mandated that blacks and whites ride separately. The Supreme Court upheld the action on grounds that the cars were separate but equal. The ruling effectively accelerated the already heinous racism of the post–Civil War era, institutionalizing Jim Crow laws for decades to come. Only one justice, John Marshall Harlan, dissented, saying “It cannot be justified upon any legal grounds.”

One month after Plessy and five months before Taylor arrived at Madison Square Garden, William Jennings Bryan stood in the same arena and accepted the Democratic presidential nomination, saying, “We believe, as asserted in the Declaration of Independence, that all men are created equal.” Bryan, who nonetheless supported some segregationist policies to woo Southern voters, lost to William McKinley, a former Union officer who would do little to stop the growth of the Jim Crow era.

If the world of sports had its own great dissenter amid this climate of racism, however, it was Munger. He bet his reputation that Taylor could, while riding a Munger-built bicycle, disprove those who believed that blacks were inferior and deserved segregation. Thus the symbolism represented by the starting line was extraordinary. A black man would compete with whites at Madison Square Garden, and may the best racer win.

•  •  •

Taylor wore skintight, woolen racing shorts and a shirt as he pushed his bike to the starting line. He was a son of two worlds: raised first by his poor family of black farmers, then taken in and tutored by a wealthy white family. He was better educated than most of his competitors, despite the insults hurled against him. He aimed to beat them not just with speed, but with knowledge, tactics, and cunning.

The curtain raiser was a series of half-mile races, each five laps around the track. In every heat, the improperly treated surface caused racers to fall or go flying over the handlebars, but they would reappear in the next heat, “legs and arms swathed up in bandages.” The crowd cheered wildly as the racers who remained on their wheels dodged their fallen competitors.

Taylor made his debut in the third heat. Riding a bicycle made by Munger, he bolted from the starting line and gained ground with every lap. He won easily to qualify for the final heat, pitting him against several of the world’s fastest riders. A starter’s pistol fired. Taylor’s powerful legs turned the pedals. Quickly, he put ten yards between him and his closest competitor. “Round and round the track whirled the colored rider, pedaling away like a steam engine,” wrote the Brooklyn Eagle’s correspondent. Taylor swiveled his head to see a racer named Eddie “Cannon” Bald—considered one of the world’s fastest sprinters—closing in. Bald was “straining every nerve” to catch Taylor. The crowd surged from their seats to see if Taylor could hold on to his narrowing lead.

•  •  •

In time, the rivalry between Bald and Taylor would be billed by a promoter as the white “Adonis” versus the “great Negro.” Bald would swear that he never wanted to “let a nigger beat” him, while Taylor saw Bald as the embodiment of the racism against him. Their rivalry would serve as a microcosm of the greater social history of the time, and come to an extraordinary conclusion for both men.

Taylor’s epic journey began twelve years before Jack Johnson, a black man, became heavyweight champion, and fifty years before Jackie Robinson broke the color barrier in Major League Baseball. Yet here he was in 1896, wheel to wheel against white racers. His life would be one of the most singular of his era, a black man who took on Jim Crow, who crested at the height of the Gilded Age that was dominated by elite whites. His name eventually faded, but his story is far larger than one of sports. It is a story of one man’s perseverance against relentless waves of prejudice, and of the enduring friendship of two men, one black and the other white, who joined together to push history forward.

Taylor said from the beginning that Munger was pushing not only for the fastest time on the racetrack but also for the larger principle of equality, which victory would help make possible. So, Munger said of Taylor, “I am going to make him the fastest bicycle rider in the world.”

And that, improbably, is what was about to happen.



PART ONE
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CHAPTER 1


Birdie Takes Flight

Louis de Franklin Munger, a lean, blond seventeen-year-old living in Detroit in 1880, boarded a horse-drawn streetcar, and, as he did most days, joined the masses on their way to work. Nearly half of Detroit’s 116,000 residents at the time were immigrants, including many from Germany, Poland, and Ireland, and these strivers and dreamers streamed into the city’s belching industrial quarters, a bastion fed by copper smelters and ironworks. Detroit could hardly keep up with its own prosperity, and Munger steadily rose in the midst of an ambitious, confident city. He had been born on an Iowa farm, moved with his family to eastern Canada, and then settled in Michigan, where his father worked in a patent office. All around Munger swirled invention and commerce and movement, the very future that America saw for itself.

Hopping off the streetcar, he headed to a sash and blind factory, filled with the hum of machinery and clouds of sawdust, as the trees of the great northern forests were planed and sanded into window coverings. A typical six-day, sixty-hour workweek paid six dollars. Munger was a laborer at first, then a carpenter, and, by the time he was twenty-one years old, a foreman.

Detroit’s population boomed, but not all shared in the prosperity. Even as he rose through the ranks, Munger was little more than a minion in the machinery of an industrial revolution that greatly profited the few at the top. The titans William Henry Vanderbilt and J. P. Morgan had made Detroit a focal point of their control of the railroads, installing tracks and stations across Michigan; it was said they were determined to serve every town with a thousand people in an area stretching eight thousand square miles. As Munger turned twenty-one, in 1884, he watched the construction of the “pride of Detroit,” the Michigan Central Railroad depot, a Romanesque Revival building that seemed as much like a castle as it did a train station, with its three-story tower, turrets, and marble floors. The gentry from New York City and Chicago, as well as the immigrant laborers, were whisked into Detroit, and the city welcomed them into an architectural wonderland of fast-growing neighborhoods.

Munger’s life seemed on a straight course of slow, steady progress until one day he saw a local group of men on bicycles racing along a Detroit road. He had always been an athlete, running and rowing. He had ridden an early version of the bike, with iron tires and a frame of wood and steel, known as a “boneshaker” due to its discomfort. (Air-inflated rubber tires were years away.) The Detroiters who caught Munger’s eye were atop more sophisticated “high wheel” bicycles, swift but dangerous conveyances that required a rider to hop onto a high seat, balance on a great front wheel and a small rear one, and pedal mostly over roads of dirt and mud. A strong rider could average eighteen miles an hour, surveying the world from the height of a horseman’s perspective. Munger bought a high-wheeler and, nine weeks later, after innumerable crashes that would become his hallmark, he was champion of Detroit (although there were not, to be sure, many competitors in these early days). A doctor urged Munger to rest and let his injuries heal, but, as often would be the case, he rejected the advice. He learned that a race to determine the state’s fastest rider would soon be held. He bandaged his wounds, entered the race, and won. Then he heard of plans for what was billed as the first one-hundred-mile race on a straightaway course in North America—a “century” in cycling parlance.

On July 10, 1885, Munger and five other men lined up to race along the Canadian shore of Lake Ontario. It was ninety-five miles from Cobourg to Kingston, with a five-mile loop added near the beginning to make it an even century. The usual warning was issued to watch out for sudden obstacles, such as cows and horses, a constant danger for riders going full tilt. A half-mile after the lap’s first turn, Munger saw ahead of him a farm wagon drawn by two horses, with a mare and colt hitched to the back. The mare gave “a snort of terror” and shoved the first rider off the road. Munger, who usually was the loser in such encounters, saw it unfold in an instant and managed to jump off his bicycle to avoid the collision. Midway through the race, Munger arrived at a hotel for a short rest, meal, and a massage. He downed steak and potatoes, got his rubdown, exited the hotel after seventeen minutes, and, as a journalist on the scene noted colorfully, “kicked off a man’s hat” as he vaulted onto his saddle. Within minutes a horse lunged into the road and struck Munger, who was thrown from his saddle to the back of his wheel and then to the ground, where he lay “knocked out” for ten minutes. The race was lost, but Munger eventually climbed back on his bike and, impressing everyone with his grit, finished in second place. The one-hundred-mile contest had been, according to Canadian Wheelman magazine, “in many respects the most remarkable race ever run.”

Munger was enthralled with it all—the crowds, the brass bands, the newspaper coverage. The Canadian race was the first leg of a grand tour that he was invited to join, connecting by steamer to the Thousand Islands in Upstate New York, and then to Buffalo, and by bike and train down the eastern United States, through the towns of the Hudson River valley. At each burg, some old soldier would bring out a cannon and light a gunpowder charge to greet the riders. Locals put on their Sunday best, waving flags and cheering, while young ladies pinned boutonnieres to the riders’ jackets. Munger soaked it up. A reporter along for the ride recounted that Munger was “an odd genius, brimming over with fun and frolic, and his pranks on the road, on train and on steamer, added greatly to the pleasure of all parties.” Munger attached a hose to a water pump and let loose on unsuspecting victims, rang cowbells at all hours, and generally lightened the mood through days of competition, winning him the title of “funnyman of the tour.” Yet it was also Munger who, in the middle of a race, would stop to offer help to a rider with a damaged wheel, even if it meant hurting his own chances at victory.

The touring bicyclists ended their journey in New York City, where they checked into the Grand Central Hotel in mid-July. Munger’s racing form had improved each day, and he now entered a series of competitions that would raise him to the highest ranks, even as accidents kept coming. A common headline about Munger was “Suffered a violent collision,” as one story put it about his encounter with a horse-drawn carriage. He won as often as he flew over the handlebars. In a matter of just a few months, Munger had gone from the factory floor to his first taste of fame. “Birdie,” fleet and seeking freedom, was born, and so the nickname would stick. He headed to Boston, where a race was to be held between some of the nation’s fastest men.

•  •  •

Munger drew much attention as he arrived in Massachusetts, the hub of the nation’s cycle manufacturing. The Boston Globe described the twenty-three-year-old racer as a strong, supple, handsome man, weighing one hundred and sixty pounds, and riding a fifty-four-inch-high bicycle called an Apollo. “He is of very merry disposition and everyone he meets is sure to become his friend,” the newspaper said. Initially, Munger had planned to compete in shorter races, training for thirty to forty miles per day and “sleeping all he could.” But he did so well that he decided to enter one of the most grueling competitions of the era: a twenty-four-hour race.

Munger climbed aboard his Apollo with little sense of what lay ahead. The race began at four p.m. as a steady rain pitted the roads; then a downpour turned everything muddy. The mist rose, and darkness descended. It became “impossible to distinguish objects ten feet distant,” the Globe reported. After many miles, Munger felt ill and stopped at farmhouses for assistance. Farmers offered him milk and some bread, and he continued on. At 5:40 a.m., having ridden for more than twelve hours, Munger stopped at a Salem homestead, where he was given a rubdown with sweet oil. Limbered and rested, Munger regained his strength. He began to add miles to the course and asked local riders to accompany him to verify his feat. Twenty-four hours after he began, he ended his epic ride in Dorchester. The distance on his cyclometer measured 211 miles, a new national record.

The Globe was dismayed. How could local riders fail to win on their own course? “Won by a Westerner,” said the headline. “The Twenty-Four-Hour Bicycle Record Broken.”

The glory didn’t last. A local rider upped the record to 255 miles, and a cycling journal taunted Munger, writing, “Boston wheelmen are wondering why Munger does not come on from Detroit and smash the 24-hour record, as he claimed he would.” Munger showed up for another try. All seemed to go well until he collided with some horses, putting him in such pain that he was forced to quit after 17 miles. A few weeks later, “plucky Munger,” as the Globe now called him, tried again. There was no moonlight, so Munger rigged two lanterns to his handlebars and a third to the hub of his front wheel. The rains were too heavy, and Munger quit after 130 miles. As he left a hotel in Brighton, Munger said he was “not at all disheartened.” Two weeks later, he had another chance.

A large crowd gathered outside Faneuil House, a four-story hotel in Brighton. Munger pushed off at 5:00 p.m. on wet roads lit only by the moon. Munger learned a competitor registered a record of 257 miles. All seemed lost as Munger, “by an unlucky accident,” fell from his bike and injured one of his knees. He put bandages on his bleeding leg, adjusted his pedals to accommodate his now-altered pace, and climbed back on the cycle. At 4:58 p.m., with two minutes to spare, he registered 259 miles, reclaiming the American record. He dashed up the steps of Faneuil House, stood under the two-story portico, and waved to “the delighted howl of his friends.” Newspapers across the country, including the New York Times, heralded the news. Munger’s name, his pluck, even his disastrous tendency to take “headers” over the handlebars, became the talk of the sporting press.

Munger’s victories coincided with the emergence of bicycle racing as a popular sport. Racing ovals, or “velodromes,” would soon be constructed across the country, with grandstands for ten thousand people or more. The press devoted several pages of coverage every day to the exploits of top riders. With winter’s arrival in Boston, a publicity-seeking bicycle manufacturer, Everett & Co., which made the Apollo at its Boston factory, offered to pay Munger’s expenses to New Orleans, where the nation’s best riders were training. Munger took the money and headed south.

•  •  •

New Orleans was a booming port city when Munger arrived in 1886, boasting one of the nation’s finest networks of asphalt roads. A reporter for the New Orleans Daily Picayune told his readers about the “sun-burned, blond young man, weather-beaten and athletic looking,” the holder of the twenty-four-hour American cycling record, who had become “a sort of bicycle missionary, travelling around to encourage the sport.” Munger predicted that the bicycle would replace the horse as common transportation, telling how riders in places such as St. Louis “use the machine for their regular daily travel, and do not regard it merely as an amusement.” The Picayune said Munger “has ridden thousands of miles and is one of the finest long-distance riders in the world.” He is “the life of every tour” who planned to popularize bicycles in the South, which was well behind the North in adopting the sport. Munger planned to stay in the South for a month or two, during which he hoped to go beyond winning a national title; he wanted to win races that would certify him as a world champion, too.

Munger got his chance two months later. Early on the morning of March 27, 1886, cyclists lined up on St. Charles Avenue, proclaimed by a local promoter to have the nation’s smoothest surface, all the better for achieving a world record in a twenty-five-mile contest. Munger mounted his bike and barreled past churches and squares and riverfront. He completed the course in one hour and twenty-four minutes, shattering the world record by nine minutes. For the next two weeks, speculation filled the press about whether Munger could capture the fifty-mile title. Again, he demolished the record. The word spread: Munger was “wonderful,” a marvel, one of the greatest sportsmen and competitors. Drawings of Munger atop his Apollo appeared in newspapers across the country.

The only question was what he would do to top it. Then he heard about a trio of local bicyclists preparing to ride from New Orleans to Boston. They planned to grind out nearly two thousand miles in thirty days, an audacious goal considering the challenge of riding high-wheelers and the dearth of good roads, not to mention the difficulties of staying supplied, keeping dry, and finding shelter. They aimed to arrive in time for the opening of the national meeting of the League of American Wheelmen, a powerful group behind the push for paved roads. The three riders—Henry W. Fairfax, C. M. Fairchild, and A. M. Hill—each placed ten-pound bundles over their handlebars that contained clothing, lotions, chain lubricant, needles, thread, and, of course, plenty of bandages. They followed alongside the railbed of the Louisville & Nashville railroad, reached Atlanta, and then took a series of paved, muddy, or sandy roads near the coast, headed through Virginia’s Shenandoah River valley, and then toward New England. Often, they pushed their bikes for miles through sand and muck and swamp. They telegraphed ahead and were met along the way by cycling groups, culminating in Boston, where they joined a parade of eight thousand riders of the League of American Wheelmen, one of the biggest gatherings of the nascent sport that had yet been held.

Munger would not be one of those in attendance in Boston. Shortly after winning his races in New Orleans, the League of American Wheelmen conducted an investigation into whether racers who had won records were paid professionals, instead of “amateurs” as the League required. Munger had not received a salary and thus believed he was not a professional. But he had traveled to New Orleans at the expense of Everett & Co., which wanted to capitalize on Munger’s fame. To the League, that made Munger a professional. He was suspended, and his latest records were marked with asterisks. When Munger tried to compete in a Detroit race, a group of riders from Cleveland said they would refuse to race against him for fear of being tainted by competing against a professional, and threatened to sue Munger for damages. He had effectively been blackballed from a sport he had done so much to popularize.

As the controversy over his racing status was fanned by the papers in the late summer of 1886, Munger told friends he just wanted to keep on riding and exploring. But how and where? The answer must have gradually dawned on him. On the same page of the cycling journals that had extolled his New Orleans victories, he read about the exploits of an Englishman named Thomas Stevens, who two years earlier had been the first person to cycle across America. Indeed, as Munger was pondering his future, Stevens was in Kolkata, India (called Calcutta by the British), on his way to completing the even more audacious goal of traveling across the world by bicycle. Munger decided that he would be among the first to ride across America, starting in San Francisco, just as Stevens had done two years earlier, taking advantage of wind that generally blew west to east.

While Munger pondered his trip, the literature of cross-country travel spread a romantic vision. A railroad company published a guidebook filled with flowery prose about majestic peaks, towering forests, fast-flowing streams, and endless prairies. Full-page illustrations were published of scenes such as the Great Falls of the Yellowstone River, in the recently created Yellowstone National Park. Munger would have read such volumes with awe and anticipation. Surely the guidebook’s prose would make any adventurous soul want to go west, particularly a man whose other option was to return to a sash and blind factory: “Beyond the Great Lakes, far from the hum of New England factories, far from the busy throng of Broadway, from the smoke and grime of iron cities, and the dull prosaic life of many another Eastern town, lies a region which may be justly designated the Wonderland of the World.”

This was Munger’s kind of world. That year, a new title appeared by Birdie’s name in Detroit’s city directory: “travel agent.” The job description might have been entered humorously, but it fit. Munger would, as the guidebook said, explore the country “with his own eyes upon its manifold and matchless wonders.”

Munger would use Stevens’s daunting descriptions as a guide. Stevens had taken a steamship from San Francisco to Oakland and worked his way across the Sierra Nevadas by following the tracks and trestles of the railroad. Stevens had hauled his bike up mountainsides and inside snowsheds that covered tracks in particularly treacherous areas. He pressed against the inner walls of the tunnel with his bike to avoid oncoming trains. Stevens had even hoisted his thirty-four-pound bike on his shoulder and traversed railroad bridges high above raging rivers, once dangling the bike over the edge while a train came alongside. He shot at mountain lions and bears, befriended Native Americans, and bunked with Mormon families in which there were multiple wives.

•  •  •

Munger arrived in San Francisco late in that summer of 1886. California had entered the union thirty-six years earlier, and seven states had been added since then, bringing the total to thirty-eight. The first trainload of oranges had just left California on a transcontinental trip. The wars against the land’s native dwellers were largely over. Geronimo, the famed Apache warrior, had ended his three decades of battle against the white invaders and surrendered in Skeleton Canyon, Arizona. Tribes were relocated, treaties were abrogated, and many natives who tried to remain on their ancient grounds were killed, captured, or forcibly ousted.

The early roads were built for carts and carriages. Munger rarely found a paved road during the early weeks of his journey. A Scottish engineer, John Loudon McAdam, had invented a mixture of soil and stone that became known as macadam. The first such roads were built in the United States in the 1820s, and tarred surfaces were growing in popularity, mainly in cities. But many of the western roads encountered by Munger were little more than cleared pathways. An improved surface typically was made largely of “gumbo,” a clay substance pocked with sinkholes. “The mud and mire was so bad in many places that it was even impossible to walk for any length of time without getting exhausted,” Munger recollected. As he told the story, Munger hopscotched from the railbed to Indian trails to rough roads. He struggled on some days to go more than ten miles. He lumbered up mountains and then downhill into the “large unsettled areas of the great West.” He likely followed Stevens’s example of spending nights in mining camps, Indian encampments, and the open desert.

Munger deviated from the Stevens route by venturing along the railbed of the recently opened Atchison, Topeka and Santa Fe line. He tried to ride between the rails or along an adjoining path, but for many miles there was little choice but to go directly on the track. Often, he simply pushed his bicycle. It was, Munger said, “more of a cross-country hike than a bicycle ride.”

Midway through his journey, in Kansas, he encountered an early fall snowstorm and was snowed in for five days. He then traveled to Chicago, where he got a fresh bike, finally encountered paved roads with some regularity, and made his way along the shores of Lake Erie to Buffalo, which he had visited a year earlier with other cyclists. Here his path became easier. From Buffalo to Albany, he followed the towpath of the Erie Canal, which had been completed sixty-one years earlier and was still considered one of the country’s engineering marvels. It ran 363 miles from its western entry on Lake Erie to its eastern terminus at the Hudson River, a route that opened the Upper Midwest to industrial expansion and transformed commerce. Canal barges glided through a series of locks, pulled by mules and horses that trod a clay towpath. As Munger recalled the journey, one of his strongest memories was that his bicycle twice slipped from the clay paths into the canal, sending him plunging into the water toward the stone-lined bottom. Still, he made good time on the towpath and, at the Albany terminus, he headed down the Hudson River valley, past Catskill and Kingston and Poughkeepsie. Finally, after 111 days, he arrived in New York City.

Unlike Stevens, who had ensured wide coverage by sending dispatches to newspapers and magazines, Munger did not write about his epic journey at the time, and it went largely unnoticed. But the transcontinental crossing left a deep impression. Munger had seen firsthand the threads of a disparate and largely disconnected nation, tethered by the transcontinental railroads. He had seen the nation’s uneven prosperity, the thriving coasts, the poverty of tribal territory, the vastness of the western desert, and the expanse of the Plains. He had also, no doubt, seen the rising mistreatment of blacks in the growing backlash to Reconstruction. Prejudice manifested itself in other ways as well. Ethnic groups pitted themselves against one another, such as in riots against the influx of Chinese laborers in the West. Munger had both a close-up and wide-angle view of a nation, not from a passing train or a wagon, not related by a newspaper or a romantic guidebook, but from the high seat of a bicycle traveling vast distances over rough ground, with plenty of time to ponder one’s own future as well as that of the country.

Around the time Munger completed his journey in New York City, the Statue of Liberty was being dedicated by President Grover Cleveland in New York Harbor. The copper-clad statue depicting a robed woman lofting a torch was modeled on the Roman goddess of freedom from slavery and oppression. Thousands of people piled into trains and nearly every hotel in the city was sold out. Cannons were fired, fireworks lit the sky, and workers in the city spontaneously threw ticker tape out their windows at the procession below, starting a parade tradition.

For Munger, one journey was complete, and another was about to begin. He moved to Chicago, where he made some kind of accommodation with the League of American Wheelmen, becoming a top representative of the organization for Illinois. For the next several years, Munger raced every manner of bicycle and set more records, including one for the fastest hundred miles on a big-wheeled tricycle. He reclaimed his rightful place as one of the nation’s greatest cyclists.

Sometimes, however, Munger went too far. One day, he convinced his friend Billy Arthur to take a daring ride with him through a streetcar tunnel under the Chicago River. Suddenly a northbound train entered, and the pair evaded it by moving to the space between the tracks. Then came a southbound train. Munger’s friend saw death approaching. “He attempted to ride between the cars, but the track was too narrow, his handlebars touching both trains,” the Chicago Tribune reported. “He caught the edge of the roof of one car and swung up, abandoning his wheel, which was drawn under the train and badly broken. Were it not for Billy’s strong arms and cool head the matter might have terminated fatally.” When the Tribune reporter caught up with him, Arthur declared, “I will never ride with ‘Birdie’ Munger again.”

Of course, it was Munger’s daring, verging on foolhardiness, that made him a bicycle champion. Such instincts worked in his favor one day in April 1889 when he attended a woman’s cycling exhibition. A policeman, probably drunk, thrust his constable’s stick into the spokes of a rider’s wheel, causing the woman to go flying onto the track. Munger rushed to her aid in what a reporter called “the probable saving of the lives” of the fallen rider and another woman, preventing them from being run over by other competitors. The policeman was run out of the arena but soon returned and, incredibly, arrested Munger, who was quickly released when the fracas was sorted out. The following morning, the Chicago Inter Ocean called the policeman “an idiot” and saluted “the pluck of L. D. Munger.”

As the cycling craze got under way, hundreds of bicycle clubs were created, newspapers and magazines dedicated to the sport were published, and the power of the League of American Wheelmen and its “Good Roads” campaign grew. A petition of 150,000 signatures was prepared for delivery to Congress calling for the construction of paved byways and highways to encourage more widespread use of bicycles. The effort would reach a peak in the middle of 1892. Munger had become a leader of a Chicago cycling club, which was traveling to Washington to join the largest contingent of cyclists ever to assemble in the nation’s capital. They planned to parade in front of the White House, meet with President Benjamin Harrison, and demand that millions of dollars be spent to transform the nation and meet the needs of millions of cyclists. Cycling was more popular than ever, and symbolized a nation moving ever more swiftly into the future. But as a sport, it was almost entirely dominated by white men. No blacks competed for the title of world’s fastest man, nor was it imagined that any could.



CHAPTER 2


The Rise of Major Taylor

By September 1864, the Civil War had lasted three years and five months, much longer than anyone on either side had expected, at the cost of hundreds of thousands of casualties. The war had destroyed innumerable towns and cities across the South, and despite the Union’s advance and the surrender of Atlanta, the conflict raged on. The Confederate and Union armies remained desperate for fresh soldiers. On September 30 of that year, Gilbert Taylor of Kentucky enlisted in Company A of the 122nd US Colored Troops, heeding the call of President Abraham Lincoln and the African American leader Frederick Douglass to help Union forces. The twenty-four-year-old joined thousands of other black Kentucky residents, and soon was sent into the heart of the war’s decisive battle, on the outskirts of Richmond, Virginia, the capital of the Confederacy.

It is not clear whether Gilbert had been a slave or a freeman, but either way the act of joining the federal army was its own kind of declaration of independence. Gilbert’s home state of Kentucky had been at war with itself. The border state, birthplace of Confederate president Jefferson Davis, had the ninth-largest population of slaves. One of every five Kentuckians—226,000 men, women, and children—was a slave at the beginning of the Civil War. One-fourth of Kentucky families owned slaves. Some white Kentuckians wanted the state to remain neutral but keep its slave-based economy, but that was tantamount to joining the Confederacy. Lincoln correctly believed that the state could be decisive, famously declaring, “I hope to have God on my side, but I must have Kentucky.” Recruiters from the South and North sought to win over Kentuckians, sometimes dividing families and leading to the archetypal fight of brother against brother. The state’s more pragmatic leaders decided that their destiny lay with the Union and, even as they hoped to retain slavery, petitioned to join the Northern forces. Southern sympathizers formed a shadow Confederate government, and Kentucky, as Lincoln predicted, became a bloody center of the conflict. After several years of stalemate, Lincoln finally decided in April 1864 that the Union Army would recruit blacks. Gilbert joined twenty-four thousand of his fellow black Kentuckians enlisting in the Northern forces.

The nature of Gilbert’s service is revealed in a passing reference in a letter written years later by his son. Gilbert enlisted under the last name of Wilhite, which matches a listing of a soldier’s name in Kentucky archives. Blacks sometimes enlisted under the names of slave owners, or as substitute soldiers, to avoid being recognized under their given name. Gilbert joined a unit that was sent to Virginia, where the war was about to reach its climax.

•  •  •

Gilbert marched with his fellow Kentucky soldiers along the James River, reaching Petersburg as Union forces encircled the city. After the Union broke through Confederate lines, the Northern troops, including the 122nd Colored, headed twenty-four miles north to Richmond, where a siege was under way. The Confederate government evacuated its capital, setting many buildings on fire before they handed the city to Union forces, which took complete control on April 3, 1865. The following day, as Gilbert and his fellow members of the 122nd looked on, President Abraham Lincoln toured the city, walking to the Confederate White House. Lincoln would be assassinated later that month at Ford’s Theatre in Washington, shortly before the war was formally declared over. An estimated 620,000 to 750,000 soldiers died from wounds or disease, including at least 36,000 blacks; hundreds of thousands more were injured.

After Richmond fell, Gilbert’s unit was assigned to help guard white Confederate prisoners in Virginia. Shortly after the camp was established, two thousand prisoners arrived, followed soon after by another thirteen hundred, overwhelming the supplies and creating a “shameful” and “filthy” condition. Between the tents lay piles of excrement, covered with rags, and dozens died of disease and wounds. One captive wrote that of the several thousand prisoners, there were not one hundred “well men,” and that, in the chaotic conditions of the camp, guards shot or bayoneted several prisoners. By June, the 122nd was transferred to Texas, where Gilbert remained until October, when he was discharged at Corpus Christi. For the rest of his life, Gilbert proudly wore his military jacket at reunions and other occasions.

As Gilbert returned home from the war, however, many white Kentuckians opposed letting blacks have their hard-won freedom, and imposed a host of restrictions. Gilbert was still in Kentucky when a federal census taker came to his home in a mostly black neighborhood of Louisville on July 13, 1870. The census worker noted that the head of the household, Gilbert Taylor, twenty-nine years old, was a laborer who could read but not write. His wife, Saphronia, twenty-six, could neither read nor write, and worked as a domestic servant. They had three children, an infant named William, two-year-old Lizzie, and the eldest, Alice, who was seven years old.

Gilbert eventually concluded that the future looked bleak in Kentucky. Shortly after the census taker came to his door, the family moved 115 miles north to Indianapolis, Indiana, where the family settled on a modest plot of farmland. It was there that Saphronia gave birth in 1878 to their second son, naming him Marshall Walter Taylor.

•  •  •

Gilbert Taylor could not support the family solely by working their farmland, so he found a job as a coachman for one of the most prominent men in Indianapolis, a railroad superintendent named Albert Southard. Gilbert often brought along Marshall, and the youngster quickly found a friend in Southard’s son Dan. The two boys were about the same age and shared a love of games and sports.

The Southards, who were white, recognized how happy Dan was to have a playmate and soon arranged for Marshall to stay with them for long periods. The two boys were given the same type of clothes, dressing like twins, and received the same education. To an eight-year-old boy, this was equality. Marshall was practically adopted by the Southards, living a life that could not have been more different from his parents’ painful years in Kentucky. By this “freak of fate,” as he later put it, Marshall had privileges available to few other children, white or black.

“We soon became the best of friends, so much so in fact, that I was eventually employed as his playmate and companion,” he wrote years later. “Dan had a wonderful play room stacked with every kind of toy imaginable, but his work shop was to me the one best room in the whole house, and when there I was the happiest boy in the world.”

The happiest boy in the world. When Marshall returned to his family and their house and farmland, he encountered resistance, as his father seemed to disapprove of his close relationship to the Southards. His mother, deeply religious, allowed it so long as Marshall adhered to Baptist teachings. Marshall did not yet comprehend the underlying divisions between black and white; when he played with Dan and the other boys, all seemed fair and equal.

One of Marshall’s greatest joys was borrowing Dan’s bicycle. It was beyond the means of the Taylor family to buy a bike, but Dan soon arranged for Marshall to be given one of his own. Marshall spent hours riding and practicing stunts on the bicycle, standing on the seat while riding, dismounting over the handlebars. One day, Taylor took the bike in for repairs at the Hay & Willits bicycle store in Indianapolis, where he performed one of his stunts. The owner, a kindly man named Tom Hay, was so impressed by Marshall’s cycling wizardry that he cleared space outside for Taylor to perform more stunts. Soon a crowd gathered, and as Taylor recalled it, the police eventually had to be called to clear the street for traffic.

Hay hired Taylor, who began wearing a military-style uniform in which to perform his tricks. Perhaps it was one of his father’s old Civil War jackets, which Taylor would grow into, or an olive-green set of livery clothing. In any case, the boy had a military look and soon everyone was calling him by a new nickname, “Major” Taylor.

•  •  •

Major had found yet another home, and another white benefactor, in Tom Hay. Major swept the shop floors and earned six dollars a week performing tricks and selling bicycles. He rode for miles every day—becoming faster and stronger with every passing month. Dreaming of racing, he eyed a gold medal in the window, which was awarded for a ten-mile bicycle race. He held the medal in his hands, pinned it on his jacket, and imagined what it would be like to earn such a prize. When race day came in the summer of 1890, eleven-year-old Taylor was among the crowd who came to witness the great event. Hay was there as well. “Thinking to inject a laugh into the race for the benefit of the thousands that lined the course, Mr. Hay insisted that I take my place on the starting line,” Taylor wrote later. “I rebelled, but he fairly dragged me and my bicycle across the road.”

“Come on here, young man, you have got to start in this race,” Hay told Taylor, who began to cry at the thought. Whispering to Taylor, Hay said, “I know you can’t go the full distance, but just ride up the road a little way, it will please the crowd, and you can come back as soon as you get tired.”

Hay’s encouragement served to be a springboard. After being given a fifteen-minute head start based on his youth, Taylor battled against hundreds of cyclists, inspired to prove Hay wrong. Feeling “very tired” and sure that his knees would be “torn out of their sockets,” Taylor was surprised when he noticed some riders coming alongside him. “As they drew closer, I recognized Mr. Hay among them. He had the gold medal that was hung up for first prize and dangled it in front of my eyes as we rode along.” Hay told Taylor that he had a mile until the finish. As Taylor later recalled it, the sight of the medal prompted him to ride “like mad” across the finish line, feeling “more dead than alive,” after which he wobbled with such fatigue that he lost consciousness.

“The first thing I saw” upon regaining his senses, he recalled, “was that big gold medal pinned on my chest.” He raced home to show the reward to his mother, who laughed and cried at her son’s accomplishment. The local newspaper aimed at black readers, the Indianapolis Freeman, proudly reported in August 1890 that “Master Major Taylor is without doubt the expert wheelman of his age, in the state, both for fancy and speed.”

Major was enthralled with this new life centered around the bicycle. One month later, Taylor traveled by train to Peoria, Illinois, 209 miles northwest of Indianapolis. Cyclists from around the country arrived for an annual race at Lake View Park, where three thousand spectators gathered. Taylor had probably come along in his capacity as an employee of Hay & Willits. The star attraction was one of the world’s most famous racers, Arthur Zimmerman of New Jersey, who often competed against Birdie Munger. Taylor had read about Zimmerman and was thrilled at the chance to witness one of his heroes close-up. Zimmerman, six feet tall and svelte, won two races, including a ten-mile event.

Following Zimmerman’s victory, riders under sixteen years old lined up. Now it was Zimmerman’s turn to watch a remarkable race. A reporter for a Chicago newspaper, the Herald, wrote that “quite a sensation was created when Major Taylor, a little colored boy of eleven years, appeared as a contestant.” Taylor lost by a yard, taking third place against older, stronger contestants.

It had been an extraordinary week in Peoria, and there was one more dramatic moment that would affect Taylor’s life. An English rider, Herbert E. Laurie, had recently traveled to the United States with a new kind of tire called a pneumatic—the air-filled tube that revolutionized transportation. At the time of Laurie’s arrival in the summer of 1890, most American cyclists still used solid tires.

A Scottish-born veterinarian based in Ireland, John Dunlop had pondered the problem of solid tires two years earlier. Dunlop’s son had complained that he always lost tricycle races to the other neighborhood boys. Could his father, a tinkerer, make a better tire? His son wanted “more speed, and it was solely to give it to him that I finally perfected the pneumatic tire,” Dunlop said years later. In between his doctoring of cows and horses, the white-bearded veterinarian experimented. Finally, he struck upon a solution: the elasticity of confined air. By putting air in a sealed rubber tube, he could create a lighter tire that would also ride more smoothly and speedily. He ordered rubber sheeting from a supplier in Scotland, at a thickness of one thirty-second of an inch. He rolled it into a tube, shaved the edges with a pocketknife, and sealed it with rubber cement. Then he made a hole and inserted a smaller piece of tubing from a baby bottle to create a valve. He stretched the rubber around a circular frame of wood fifteen inches in diameter and covered the tire with a piece of taut linen taken from a lady’s dress, which he tacked into the wood. Then he inflated the newfangled tire with his son’s ball pump and conducted a test. He went to a building where horse carriages were stored and rolled his pneumatic invention across the floor. It bounded toward the wall and bounced back. Then he did the same thing with a solid tire, which barely made it to the wall before wobbling on its side. The pneumatic era had begun. Dunlop ordered more rubber, made more models, and finally put the new tire on his son’s bike. On midnight of February 28, 1888, with the moon in partial eclipse, his son rolled onto some of Ireland’s roughest roads. His son was delighted and “found he could quite easily beat all the other boys in the neighborhood,” Dunlop recalled. “The terrible vibration transmitted by the solid tire had been eliminated.”

Dunlop made a refined model, replacing the wheel’s wooden rim with high-tension, bendable steel, and swapping the linen with cotton. He asked a local bicycle racer to test it against the fastest riders. The racer with Dunlop’s pneumatics easily won every match. The Dunlop Company was soon created to make tires, and wheels would never be the same. Thus did Herbert Laurie, the English rider, cross the Atlantic with Dunlop’s invention on his bike. In races at Niagara Falls and Hartford, Laurie bested Americans who rode solid tires. It so happened that one of Laurie’s next stops was Peoria.

As Taylor recalled it years later, the announcement that Laurie would ride on pneumatic tires was greeted by “hoots and jeers.” Race officials decided that Laurie could not ride on his pneumatics at the main event, lest he have an unfair advantage. Sure enough, even though he was paced by the speedy Zimmerman, Laurie lost the race because he was forced to ride with solid tires. Three days later, however, Laurie was allowed to ride in a special race in which all the bicycles with pneumatics were allowed. He won easily, setting an American record for the fastest mile. The pneumatic was a revelation, and the jeers turned to jubilation. It was a moment, Taylor wrote, that “revolutionized bicycle racing, and the manufacture of bicycles simultaneously.” Munger, too, was thrilled by the possibilities of the pneumatic tire.

Only later would historians recount how the invention of the pneumatic tire had a devastating impact on those who lived in the regions where rubber was harvested, particularly in Africa. This was most evident in the Congo, controlled by Belgium’s King Leopold II, who oversaw a swath of African landscape larger than England, France, Italy, Spain, and Germany combined. The king made the Congo his personal empire. Leopold originally wanted the land for its ivory, but after Dunlop’s invention spread, the king’s vision turned to the Congo’s potential as the world’s great rubber producer. Rubber became one of the world’s most valuable commodities, popular in everything from gaskets to electric wire insulation. By the late 1890s, rubber industry profits of seven hundred percent were common, made on the backs of slave laborers. In the days before cultivated rubber grew on plantations, the king’s workers traveled across the Congo, from village to village, holding women as hostages and rounding up the men, who were ordered to search for vines that produced the wild rubber. The harvesters often used crude methods, draining sap and spreading it across their bodies to enable it to coagulate. When the work was done, the slave drivers sold the women hostages back to village men “for a couple of goats apiece.” It is a cruel twist of history indeed that the bicycle, a symbol of freedom for so many, helped unleash a reign of terror. What began with the bicycle boom, followed by an even greater demand for automobile tires and other products, would play a role in the deaths of millions of Africans who died during the often-brutal efforts to harvest rubber.

There would be another cautionary tale from Dunlop’s experience—hardly on a par with genocide, but still one that years later would affect Taylor and Munger. It was the lesson of patents and the protection of inventions. Dunlop sold his patents and made about 50,000 pounds (worth about $8.2 million in 2018 US currency). But the buyers made far more, and fights over valuable tire patents would continue for decades.

•  •  •

Taylor, meanwhile, discovered that, for all his acceptance in the Southard family, he was not truly welcome in the white man’s world. The lesson came one day when he went to the local branch of the Young Men’s Christian Association, intending to strengthen himself for cycling. The YMCA was founded on what it called Christian principles and the desire to build character, but the Indianapolis branch refused to admit blacks. The local YMCA, like many other institutions, instead suggested to blacks that they build their own facilities. The racism stunned Taylor. While he had proven to be the best athlete among his peers, “there was only one thing . . . I could not beat them at, and that was when we went down to the Young Men’s Christian Association gymnasium,” Taylor wrote late in his life. “It was there that I was first introduced to that dreadful monster prejudice, which became my bitterest foe from that very same day, and one which I have never as yet been able to defeat. Owing to my color, I was not allowed to join the Y.M.C.A., and in consequence was not permitted to go on the gymnasium floor with my companions.”

The parents of his white friends “even with their powerful influence were unable to do anything about it,” Taylor wrote. “I could only watch the other boys from the gallery go through their calisthenics, and how my poor little heart would ache to think that I was denied an opportunity to exercise in the same manner as they, and for really no reason that I was responsible for.” It was the first significant impact on Taylor of the ascendancy of what would become known as the Jim Crow era, the infamous legal codification of racism, named after the minstrel song “Jump Jim Crow,” sung by a white man in blackface makeup.

One day the Southards announced they were moving to Chicago. Taylor wanted to go with them, but his parents insisted he move back home. Taylor was devastated. “I dropped from the happy life of a ‘millionaire kid’ to that of a common errand boy, all within a few weeks,” Taylor wrote.

So it seemed that, at around thirteen years old, this was the life that lay ahead, a return to a poor farming family with few prospects. Soon, however, a new mentor would appear in Taylor’s life, a cyclist once crowned the world’s fastest man, who went by the name of Birdie Munger.



CHAPTER 3


The President and the Cyclists

A light rain fell on the sultry morning of July 19, 1892, as Birdie Munger joined thousands of cyclists swarming across Washington, parading their newfound power as one of the nation’s most important interest groups. President Benjamin Harrison, who had invited the group’s leaders to the White House, watched as cycling regiments from across the country rode down Pennsylvania Avenue.

Many Americans rarely strayed more than a few miles from home, especially in rural areas. The transportation options were horse, carriage, streetcar, and train. Automobiles were still years away. Bicycles, at this moment, represented a revolutionary step forward, but Munger had seen the poor condition of the nation’s roads during his cross-country trek, and he joined others in Washington in calling for change.

As a Chicago leader of the League of American Wheelmen, which had more than one million members nationwide, Munger wanted nothing less than to remake the country with the bicycle at the center. The group called for the nation’s rutted dirt roads to be graded, straightened, and paved. Editorials in Good Roads magazine, published by the League, urged the federal government to spend millions of dollars to build the arteries of a fast-growing nation. The cyclists were backed by a petition signed by 150,000 people—one of the largest of its kind in the nation’s history to that point—urging Congress to create such a network of roads. The petition was wound around two wheels made of oak that reached a combined height of seven feet and weighed six hundred pounds. The League hoped Harrison would become an enthusiastic supporter, but he hardly seemed the kind to embrace revolution.

•  •  •

Before becoming president, Harrison had been a one-term senator from Indiana. As it happened, his Indianapolis home on Delaware Street, a two-story, sixteen-room Italianate mansion, was located about six blocks east of the modest dwelling occupied by the Taylor family. The Republican Party didn’t nominate their candidate for the presidency until the eighth ballot, and he lost the popular vote in the general election by 100,000 ballots. But the quirks of the Electoral College system made him victorious. He stood five feet and six inches, a portly, bearded figure with penetrating blue eyes and a manner so cold, so stone-faced, that he was known as the “human iceberg.”

His starting days in office were markedly inept. “I do not mistrust the future,” Harrison had said in his inaugural address. Yet he refused to turn on the new electric light switch at the White House for fear that the newfangled invention would electrocute him. He picked not a single Southerner for his Cabinet. Instead, he alienated party bosses by rejecting most of their choices and insisted on picking a Cabinet that looked like him, all fellow Presbyterians, mainly Civil War officers.

Still, to families such as the Taylors, he would have sounded visionary about race relations when he said, “Shall the prejudices and paralysis of slavery continue to hang upon the skirts of progress?” Some believed it meant that Harrison, a former Civil War general who had worked to help elect Abraham Lincoln, intended to fulfill Lincoln’s promises to the twelve percent of US citizens who mainly were descended from Africans forcibly brought to the Americas as slaves.

Harrison wanted the black vote for his party, and so he relished the idea of ensuring that the Fifteenth Amendment guaranteeing equal voting rights for all men would be enforced. But Harrison’s belief was deeper than crass political opportunism. True to his roots as a “radical Republican,” Harrison dreamed of providing millions of dollars to poor Southern schools, hoping that the money would be used to improve literacy among blacks. Without such federal support, Harrison knew, it was unlikely that many local Southern school districts would educate black citizens.

Harrison’s family legacy demonstrated the difficulty of confronting the issue. He was the great-grandson of his namesake, Benjamin Harrison V, a slave owner and signer of the Declaration of Independence, which declared that “all men are created equal” even while it (and the subsequent Constitution) effectively enshrined the rights of whites to own slaves and denied equality to blacks. He was the grandson of former president William Henry Harrison, also a slave owner, who had served only one month in office before dying of pneumonia. Harrison grew up on his grandfather’s farm, where a sixteen-room mansion was set on the bluff of the Ohio River. As a young boy, Harrison learned that the farm was on the dividing line between slavery and freedom. On the Kentucky side of the river, many blacks were enslaved. If they could cross the river to Ohio, where Harrison lived, blacks could be free, and he frequently saw slaves running through the thickets on the family farm as they sought freedom. Harrison fought for the North in the Civil War, joined Sherman’s march to Atlanta, and went into politics with a vision to build upon Lincoln’s legacy. In speeches, Harrison recalled how blacks “were brought here in chains,” lived under “a cruel slave code,” and had been “subjected to indignities, cruelties, outrages, and a repression of rights such as find no parallel in the history of civilization.” As president, he pushed time and again for voting rights and education for blacks, and he promised never to be silent on the issue. Still, blacks and their white supporters were right to be skeptical, having seen similar efforts fail repeatedly since the end of the Civil War.

Attacks on Harrison for being too radical underscored the odds against him, even with a Republican-controlled Congress. Many Southern politicians were trying to undo the post–Civil War policy of Reconstruction, enacting a series of Jim Crow laws. Harrison’s effort to secure voting rights and educational aid for blacks repeatedly failed amid opposition from Southern Democrats, and his enthusiasm cooled. The harsh reality was that Reconstruction had been dismantled, promises had been broken time and again, and blacks could count on little from either party.

•  •  •

All these political crosscurrents were in the background as Harrison walked onto the White House portico on that rainy July morning to greet the cyclists. They were a powerful political constituency, and Harrison needed their support. In the lead was the Washington Military Cyclists Corps, riding in regalia, muskets slung over their shoulders. Dozens of cyclists had already passed the White House by the time Harrison arrived. An impeccable dresser, the president wore a frock coat, dark trousers, and a silk hat.

Given all his other troubles, Harrison was pleased to focus on the jobs that had been created by the bicycle industry. “The parade broke all records, being the largest turnout of cyclers ever seen in this country,” the New York Times reported. The cyclists rode four abreast as they passed by the president, who waved in return. Dressed in suits, with medals hanging from their necks, many cyclists twirled Japanese parasols, having been given this unlikely gift from a wheel manufacturer.

The clattering of hundreds of cyclists and their machines, working in unison like some fantastic mixing bowl, became louder and louder as the wheelmen churned their way past the White House, riding up the boulevards designed by Pierre L’Enfant and toward the Capitol, where Washingtonians lined the streets. A group of a hundred women led the parade “and attracted considerable attention by their graceful riding,” as the correspondent for Washington’s Evening Star put it.

Some religious leaders, apparently alarmed at the independence provided by the bicycle, preached against the device as the work of the devil. The League of American Wheelmen tried to mollify the churches and discussed a ban on Sunday races. But for every opponent, there were advocates who promised that a ride in the country could cure any ill. The day before Harrison met with the cyclists, hundreds of wheelmen in England attended a sermon on the importance of “Sunday recreation,” in which a church leader advocated riding as the ideal complement to devotion. To sit on Sundays could lead more to rust than rest, the church leader said. “There was true recreation in cycling and enjoying the beauties of nature as seen in verdant fields, luxuriant woods and smiling orchards,” reported the London Telegraph, in describing the sermon.

The bicycle was at this point mostly used by wealthier urban residents. A new model cost $65 to $150, although prices would eventually drop with mass production. Still, for lower-income Americans, including many blacks, cheaper used bicycles became available. By comparison, a horse could cost up to $200 and require $150 a year for food and stabling. For those blacks who could afford it, the bicycle helped free them from Jim Crow laws that restricted their access on some public transportation systems.

•  •  •

The bicycle parade had been the brainchild of the Wheelmen and its president, Colonel Charles E. Burdett, who organized the campaign for a national road network. Burdett took his lobbying straight to Harrison, joining him on the White House balcony as the cyclists paraded before them. At one point Harrison turned to Burdett and said, “If wheelmen secure us the good roads for which they are so zealously working, your body deserves a medal in recognition of its philanthropy.”

After a day spent lobbying the president and members of Congress, the riders gathered in the Georgetown section of Washington, where a race was held alongside the Potomac River to Cabin John Bridge, a distance of eight miles. From the Georgetown docks, many of the cyclists took the steamers River Queen and Macalaster and other vessels across the Potomac to watch races held on what was then called Analostan Island (later renamed Theodore Roosevelt Island in honor of the twenty-sixth president). Analostan, which previously had been a training ground for black soldiers during the Civil War, now was used regularly for cycling meets. Eventually some four thousand spectators ringed the track as the rain abated.

As racers approached the starting line for a series of preliminary heats, one man in particular drew notice from the crowd: the lean, mustachioed figure of Munger. Having set the standard by which all riders were judged in the early days of cycle racing, Munger was still adjusting to the much faster “safety” bike, with its equal-sized wheels. Ten days before arriving in Washington, Munger had finished second in a New York contest that determined the American champion in the ten-mile race. Everyone expected Munger to “capture at least one prize,” the Evening Star reported.

Despite its name, a “safety” bicycle hardly ensured safety; racing on narrow, crowded tracks was one of the most dangerous sporting activities of the day. A group of opposing riders could gang up on the strongest rider, forming a pocket around him and preventing him from gaining a victory. Worse, an unscrupulous opponent—and there were many with so much money on the line—could lightly touch the wheel of another rider, causing the victim to fly over his handlebars. The track was a dangerous place, with riders killed or maimed every year. Tempers flared and nerves frayed as riders jockeyed for the slightest advantage. The rain-slickened track was “absurdly narrow with sharp, dangerous turns,” as one newspaper put it.

Munger started strongly, winning the first heat. But in the second heat he either hit a slick spot or someone pushed him, and he went flying off his cycle. Munger hurt his thigh, had a cut under his eye, and his bicycle was wrecked. As newspaper writers wondered whether Munger would return for a second and final day of racing, Munger and other members of the Chicago bicycle contingent donned white suits and joined several thousand cyclists for an evening of celebration of their cause. Tables were set up on the lawn of the Columbia Athletic Club, which operated the athletic fields on Analostan Island and owned a clubhouse on 14th Street. As hundreds of Chinese lanterns illuminated the evening, and the cyclists were entertained by the Overman Wheel Band and the Mandolin, Banjo and Guitar Club, Colonel Burdett declared the bicycle would change the world. It would be central to every branch of trade and all manner of warfare. One man rose to say that at first he thought it “ridiculous” that a woman would ride a bicycle, “but times had changed.”

On the following morning, Munger awoke stiff and sore from the fall he had taken the previous day. By the time the cyclists arrived at the Analostan Island track, the Times reported, “most of the events had very slim fields of starters, the calamities and accidents of yesterday having apparently frightened most of the riders off.”

But Munger was back—and would fare even worse this time.

During a two-mile race, another rider fell “and Munger went over him, landing with great force.” He was “painfully injured,” while his three bicycles needed, as the Washington Post put it, “the attendance of the cycling veterinarian.”

His illustrious career was almost over, but Munger did not want to quit. Three months later, on September 13, 1892, he showed up at a race in Springfield, Massachusetts, where 750 top cyclists were trying to create new world records. Munger again took a hard fall, and he blamed it on a fellow rider, Carl Hess. The two met in the dressing room, exchanged violent threats, “resulting finally in Munger striking Hess a blow in the face,” the New York Times reported.

The fight ended Munger’s chances at a top finish. He entered a few more competitions, but his days as the king of the sport were over. Seven years had passed since he had broken the twenty-four-hour cycling record in Boston, and many prizes had come since then. Now Munger began to think about two things: building a bicycle factory, and finding someone to manage who could become the new champion.

In pursuit of both of these endeavors, Munger, now twenty-nine years old, would find his way to Indianapolis, a growing center of the bicycle industry. He would, per chance, meet a cyclist who was gaining fame at an astonishingly young age: Major Taylor.



CHAPTER 4


Birdie and Major in Indianapolis

A week after Munger slugged his competitor at the Massachusetts race, he showed up for the annual contest in Peoria, Illinois, where Taylor had won third place two years earlier. Munger’s career was essentially over, and a reporter covering the meet wrote that Munger was not expected to do well “because of his poor racing in the East of late.” But Munger had recovered from his recent injuries and stunned the field by winning the one-mile race on September 27, 1892, for which he was awarded a $300 piano. Munger’s transition from his championship days had been difficult, and reporters wrote about him in valedictory terms. One journalist said, “it would take columns to describe L. D. ‘Birdie’ Munger, the fast Chicago rider, the most wonderful rider in some respects. He is the hardest rider on the path, the best natured, the shrewdest, the best loser we ever saw; always ready to do the hard work or the clowning, as may strike his fancy.” But the story made clear the twenty-nine-year-old was no longer the best; that title had now been seized by the twenty-three-year-old Arthur Zimmerman, whose riding was “more brilliant than that of any other man,” winning American championships in 1890, 1891, and 1892, and who would go on to win more than a thousand races.

Munger set a new goal: he would become a leader of the industry by making the new bicycles on which future champions would ride. Munger, in fact, had always loved to invent and build. His father, Theodore, had been issued patents and spent many hours tinkering with inventions in Detroit, and Munger was known as a master mechanic. For the rest of his life, he would be obsessed with patents of tires and wheels, no doubt inspired by the story of John Dunlop’s invention of the pneumatic tire. So, shortly after the race in Peoria, Munger moved from Chicago to Indianapolis and opened the Munger Cycle Manufacturing Company. Indianapolis was already one of the nation’s centers of bicycle production, including a company that specialized in manufacturing rubber tires, using imports of a South American rubber tree called the Pará, as well as the Indiana Bicycle Company, which was sprawled across eight brick buildings.
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