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“Born to be Wild”
It was a sunny summer day when my dad and I pulled onto the grass near a building in Killeen, Texas with the words “Kay’s Motorcycle Mania” plastered across the front. As my dad turned off the car ignition, I could hear the bass end of the music pounding through the windows before I even opened the door. Outside there was a giant white tent set up and I could see the smoke from an industrial size barbeque smoker in the distance. In the parking lot there were hundreds of motorcycles of all sizes and colors and people roaming between the rows of bikes or sitting on wooden picnic tables in front of the store. 

* * * 


I never liked these little motorcycle excursions. I remember when my dad bought his first bike, a forest green Honda Valkyrie, and joined a club, the Southern Cruisers. My mom nearly cried over the phone when I told her I’d be riding on the bike with my dad. She was afraid she’d find me on the news after an imaginary, but ugly, encounter with a semi on the freeway. She pictured me in a ditch minus a helmet. The danger was the last thing on my mind. As an adolescent, and eventually as an adult, it was the image that bothered me. All I saw in my dad and his friends were a bunch of men trying to reclaim their youth with big expensive toys, leather vests, and chaps. With each road trip to various Texas towns and even a week-long rally, my view didn’t change much, and hasn’t since. 

* * * 


My dad and I walked over to the barbeque pit and loaded our plates up with brisket, beans and bread. We settled down at a picnic table next to the disc jockey booth and I glanced around at the bikers around me. I remembered the article I would have to write for journalism and started to observe my surroundings more. I asked my dad about the people sitting around me. “There are lots of interesting people here” he told me. He pointed to a burly guy behind me with a tattoo of a devil holding a confederate flag on his shoulder. “That’s the deputy commander of night watch for Killeen police” he stated. Not only was I surprised, but a little scared. For an African-American youth living in the South, the confederate flag has never come with good connotations, especially when tattooed on the shoulder of a police officer. Maybe I was wrong about the middle aged crisis image of a motorcycle club: maybe they really were big scary bad-asses that led double lives.

* * * 

I watched people pass by in their official members-only jackets and took note of the nicknames that were embroidered on the front pocket. I laughed to myself as I saw a woman with “Cajun Lady” on her jacket engage in conversation with a man named “Coonass.” I watched a woman wearing a bright pink colored bandana, glasses, and braided hair that reached down her back walk by me proudly displaying her nickname: “Smiley”. I had to chuckle out loud when I noticed an old man stroll over to a picnic table with the name “Folically Challenged” attached to his vest. Underneath he wore a shirt that proclaimed “When God made Grandpa, we got perfection (and triple-scoop ice cream).” Surely these are not the bikers from the movies that drive along dusty roads in V-formations with “Born to be Wild” playing in the background. 
Later I asked my dad about what the nicknames mean. He said they’re given to members in relation to stories from their rides. For instance, after a woman in the chapter received her motorcycle license, her husband bought her a new bike. On her first ride with her new bike, she had an accident and hurt her leg. Not only did she have to wait until she was healed to ride again, but she walked with a limp, which earned her the nickname “Hop-Along”. Another member injured a deer on a trip the club went on, and the deer died as a result of the accident. He was since then dubbed “Roadkill.” 

* * * 


In addition to their specific nicknames, member vests are places where bikers can be creative and show their personality. Pins from different rides adorn the outside, and surround the uniform Southern Cruisers Riding Club logo on the back. Most people chose to show their individuality with patches that make a statement. A lot of the bikers were obviously veterans and many showed their pride with “Pow/Mia” patches (to memorialize Prisoners of War and those Missing in Action) and others. One man named “Fireball” had a patch that read “I wasn’t there, but I still care” on his vest. Patches varied from commemorating the 9/11 tragedy and one that read “In memory of Bob Hope – A True American” to ones that weren’t quite so patriotic such as “Jane Fonda – American Traitor BITCH” and “Kiss Me, I’m an Asshole” (both of which were, ironically, on the same vest belonging to a man named “Mr. Clean”). 

* * * 


I realized that there were people from all walks of life at this little barbeque alone. I watched “confederate-flag cop” kiss the woman sitting next to him and bob his head to the beat of Devo’s “Whip It” playing over the dj’s speakers. Last time I checked, “Whip It” wasn’t a badass motorcycle song. Maybe all bikers don’t live up to the bully reputation after all. I glanced to my right and noticed a woman bouncing her smiling toddler up and down on her knee while he clapped and they both mouthed the words to Aerosmith’s “Dude (Looks Like a Lady)”. A man strolled up to my dad and me. “Hey,” he said, “I have a Harley and won’t be using this: I figured you could use it” as he handed my dad a chrome motorcycle part. “Hey thanks man! Oh, and congratulations on your wedding!” my dad responded. The man and his wife had a “Biker’s Wedding” where the bride rides down the aisle on a busted, old, and barely running bike. After she takes her vows at the altar, the happy couple rides away on a brand new bike. 

* * * 

All sorts of people are bikers. Outside of their trademark leather vests, bikers are software engineers, mechanics, attack helicopter pilots for the army, nurses and paramedics. One member of the Southern Cruisers Riding Club is the fire chief in Nolanville, Texas. Many are retired. The oldest member of the club, “Old Alex”, is a spry 81 years old and rides with his wife, who is 78 years young. Bikers aren’t people who had a bullying complex as kids and carried it into adulthood. They seem to be simply people who own a motorcycle and want to enjoy riding it.

* * * 

I noticed a small group of people scattered throughout the place wearing bright red shirts. I shifted on the bench to take a better look at the crest on the back. It read “Christian Motorcyclists Association: Riding for the Son”. Definitely not badass. The Association rides to raise money for charity organizations like the battered women’s shelter and children’s hospitals. Apparently, this trend of charitable bikers is the norm. There is a difference between motorcycle clubs and riding clubs. Members of a motorcycle club are called “One Percenters”. That is, they are people who belong to the 1% of all motorcyclists still involved in traditional motorcycle clubs with bad reputations, like the Hell’s Angels or the Banditos. “Mr. Clean” is a member of the Banditos. They claim Texas as their territory and are based in Galveston. They are very protective of their territory. On the back of vests, motorcycle clubs have “rockers”, which are pieces of fabric that surround their logos. The top piece reads “MC”, for motorcycle club, and the bottom announces the city and state of their territory. Early on, the Southern Cruisers had rockers on the back of their vests that only read “Killeen, Texas” on them. The Banditos had them remove the rockers, and change their name from “The Southern Cruisers” to “The Southern Cruisers Riding Club”. “So all these groups do is bully people?” I asked my dad, thinking I had discovered where all the badass hype was coming from. “Well, they do some things that are not so cool, but really they’re known for raising thousands of dollars for charities like the Ronald McDonald house” he replied.

* * * 

Being a member of a riding club becomes more like a family away from home. It’s a place where members support each other, whether it’s getting married or finding that rare chrome part that would make a bike that much more sleek. The Southern Cruisers themselves have lost 5 members in the war in Iraq. When a member dies, the chapter dresses in their motorcycle gear to attend services and escort the casket to the gravesite. Since the club is National and International, even if a member lives in a different place a local chapter is notified of the death so they can attend and perform the proper services. 

* * * 

As we threw away our trash and walked away from the barbeque site in front of Kay’s, I realized you can encounter just about anyone in a riding or motorcycle club. They aren’t just rebels who pick on little people and outrun the law. They’re normal, friendly people with stories and, surprisingly, spirits geared toward giving for the greater good. As we climbed into the car, I smiled, hummed along to the rock hit “Pour Some Sugar On Me”, and thought to myself “Maybe motorcycle clubs aren’t that bad after all.”
Author’s Afterward


I had originally decided to write a piece on a completely different subject, before I went to this barbeque. When I arrived, however, it felt as though an article was writing itself. As I observed the people around me, my thoughts unfolded into exactly what I have written. I felt like my preconceived notions about motorcycle clubs were perceptions that a lot of people have. Even if someone has never encountered a motorcycle group in reality, they have a general idea from the media what the group may be like, and the idea is usually menacing. Interacting with the members of this club made me realize their reputations where just that: reputations. These people are functioning members of society with real jobs and families, who also have a charitable spirit. My dad became the primary source of information, a tour guide leading me through the details of the motorcycle system. I incorporated what I learned from short conversations with members and my personal experiences in the story to avoid the piece from becoming an exclusive profile about him. Writing this piece asked me to reconsider the rash judgments I had made, for these people and others, and to take a much closer look before making a decision about their character.
