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ABSTRACT 

 

 

The present study is an ethnographic analysis of the communication of organizational 

identity in an outlaw motorcycle club. Two goals direct the present study. The first is to present a 

brief history of outlaw motorcycle clubs that extends current research back nearly 50 years prior 

to the current published record. In so doing, the study clarifies the origins of the term “outlaw” as 

it relates to motorcycle clubs. The second and major goal of the study is to explore how an 

outlaw motorcycle club establishes and communicates an organizational identity. To this end, the 

study offers an emic (insider) understanding from the perspective of 28 members of a 

Tallahassee, Florida-based chapter of an international outlaw motorcycle club.  

A dearth of scholarly research exists addressing outlaw motorcycle clubs. The current 

historical record can be seen as incomplete due to the lack of understanding of how the 

motorcycle first diffused as a mode of transportation and then as a locus of organization. 

Likewise, current cultural research is limited to etic (outsider) understandings, perhaps due to the 

difficulty in gaining entrée to closed or secret societies. 

Participant observations were conducted from May through June 2004 across the United 

States, with the majority of data originating from the Southeast United States in general, and the 

northern Florida Panhandle in particular. Historical research involved examining archives of the 

American Motorcyclist Association; print media dating back to 1901; life histories of long-time 

outlaw motorcycle club members; and organizational records of the outlaw motorcycle club 

observed during the study. 

Using primarily Turnerian (1967) analysis of organizational symbols and rituals, the 

study examines the various acculturation processes involved in a novice becoming a member of 

an outlaw motorcycle club. Systems thinking frames the interpretation of how these symbols are 

then used by motorcycle clubs to create a system. 
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CHAPTER 1 

 

 

SETTING THE STAGE FOR THE STUDY OF AN OUTLAW MOTORCYCLE CLUB 

 

“Can we bring ourselves to realize just how overwhelmingly much of what we mean by 

‘reality’ has been built up for us through nothing but our symbol systems? To meditate on this 

fact until one sees its full implications is much like peering over the edge of things into an 

ultimate abyss” (Burke, 1966, p. 48). It is perhaps fitting that Burke uses the phrase “over the 

edge of things,” as this implies an acceptance of something existing on the periphery of human 

communication research about which we know or understand very little. The present study asks 

the reader to do just this: to look over the edge of things at that which lies outside the sphere of 

dominant American culture, and to ponder a little of that which exists in the abyss.  

Communication researchers have referred to humans as the symbol-using animal. 

Humans communicate symbolically, which means that we use something to represent the 

meaning we attempt to transfer to others. Symbols are at once abstract, ambiguous, and arbitrary 

(Richards, 1936). As stated above, the abstract nature of symbols means that some thing is used 

to represent something else. When humans communicate, we almost never use the actual thing 

about which we are communicating; we must of necessity use something else. For example, 

imagine a person who is an avid supporter of a specific organization–say the Florida State 

University football team. Imagine that this person wishes to communicate their fanatic status to 

all who see her or him during the course of a normal day. Now imagine what would be necessary 

for her or him to do this concretely, to do so without using symbols. It would first be necessary 

to gather all the team players dressed in uniform, as well as the entire coaching and support staff. 

She or he would have to carry these people around with them so that all could see what a team 

supporter she or he really is. However, in order to be as concrete as possible, she or he would 

also have to ask the team, coaches, and support staff to carry out their normal behaviors inside 

the Doak Campbell Football Stadium. Unfortunately for this imaginary fan, the stadium, in 

addition to the entire football entourage, would also have to be carried around by the fan. Of 

course this scenario is an impossible one, which is why humans created symbols. To 

communicate one’s fanatic status for the FSU Football program all one need do is wear a garnet 
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and gold t-shirt, hat, belt, watch, pants, socks and shoes emblazoned with the letters “FSU 

Football.”  Fashion-sense aside, the message may be clear to other members of one’s culture. 

The above is admittedly an exaggerated example; however, it serves the purpose of showcasing 

how nearly impossible it is for humans to express the ideas and feelings they have without the 

use of symbols.  

Symbols are also ambiguous, which refers to the fact that a single symbol can possess a 

multiplicity of meanings. Put plainly, a single symbol–be it a word, gesture, sound, or marking–

can possess many correct interpretations. It therefore follows that symbols are culturally bound. 

For example, Dr. Pepper, a popular American soft drink, campaigned a hugely successful jingle 

in the 1980s throughout the United States. The jingle, entitled “Be a Pepper,” incorporated the 

words “I’m a Pepper, he’s a Pepper, she’s a Pepper, wouldn’t you like to be a Pepper too?”  

While successful here in America, the jingle was an abysmal failure in England. At the time the 

word “pepper” was understood by the English to mean “prostitute.”   

Finally, symbols are arbitrary; their assigned meanings are simply agreed upon by a 

social system. Symbols do not possess meaning—people ascribe meaning to symbols. For 

example, most people who live in societies that take advantage of mass-motorized transportation 

understand that a large red octagon placed at the intersection of two or more streets means that 

they are required to stop. The red octagon does not possess anything inherently “stopping”, so far 

as is empirically knowable to people. If this were not true, a person never having experienced the 

red octagon would be halted in their tracks (or their vehicle) at the very sight of it. As with the 

exaggerated abstract example above, this example serves to show that people imbue symbols 

with meaning—there is nothing inherently meaningful in the symbols humans use to convey 

meaning. Because  they are so pervasive, symbols can be and are a focus of study in many 

disciplines, including communication, anthropology, sociology, psychology, and political 

science. What separates these approaches to the study of symbol use is the type of question 

asked. It is through use of symbolic communication that humans are able to identify differences 

between one another. In contemporary society we do this through gender, race or ethnicity, 

socioeconomics, geography, and/or organization. In some societies a masculine gender 

predominates. In other societies one race or ethnicity wields power over others. In most post-

industrialized societies those higher in socioeconomic status enjoy easier living than those at 

lower levels. In topographic areas predisposed to either industrial or agricultural exploitation, 
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obvious gains are possible. Finally, a given organization differentiates itself between others 

through the use of symbols, so much so that in contemporary times it is necessary to trademark, 

patent, and copyright that which is unique or proprietary about disparate organizations. This is 

evident in multi-national organizations such as with General Electric or Lockheed, Ford or 

Harley Davidson Motor Companies, Microsoft or Apple , Disney or Warner Brothers, Masons or 

the Nights of Columbus, or the Hells (sic) Angels or Motor Maids Motorcycle Clubs.  

Of particular interest to the present study is how organizational members use symbols to 

distinguish amongst themselves. While the number and type of organizations one might study 

abound, the research literature seems to demand that particular attention be paid to those 

segments of American society not readily understood. One area of social organization that seems 

particularly underrepresented in the research literature is that of outlaw motorcycle clubs. Indeed, 

little scholarly research exists which addresses outlaw motorcycle clubs. These works attempt to 

explore warring factions of outlaw clubs, provide club members’ perspectives about media 

portrayal, expose myths, and elucidate motorcycle club culture. The literature reveals gaps which 

leave many unanswered questions: Where do outlaw motorcycle clubs come from? How did they 

start? How or why did they evolve into alleged international crime organizations? 

 To date, researchers have focused on the behavior—usually antisocial—of individual 

one-percent motorcycle clubs (the minority of motorcycle clubs engaging in illegal activities). 

This body of literature has yet to benefit from an analysis of how outlaw motorcycle clubs define 

themselves, how this organizational identification influences the recruiting of new members, and 

how different clubs interrelate as organizations in order to create a system in which they may 

survive. Indeed, the majority of literature surrounding this fringe segment of society focuses on 

antisocial behavior, especially the criminal activities of a small segment of the outlaw 

motorcycle club subculture: the One Percenters (e.g., the Hells Angels, Outlaws, and Bandidos 

(sic) Motorcycle Clubs).  

A major research issue that seems to have been overlooked is the origin of outlaw 

motorcycle clubs. The very word “outlaw” suggests that there must have existed something from 

which motorcycle clubs sought to distance themselves.  However, the research literature suggests 

that outlaw clubs simply came into being after the end of World War II (e.g., Lavigne, 1996; 

Valentine, 1995; Watson, 1993; Wolf, 1991; Thompson, 1966). At that time the term “outlaw” 

was yet to carry with it a connotation of illegal enterprise or organized crime, as appears to be 
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the case with contemporary outlaw clubs (e.g., Lavigne, 1996; Valentine, 1995; Watson, 1993; 

Wolf, 1991). As chapter four will illustrate, the term “outlaw” in the context of the motorcycle 

club system refers only to the lack of an American Motorcycle Association (AMA) charter. 

Outlaw motorcycle clubs often hosted and participated in non-AMA sanctioned racing events, 

which were deemed as “outlaw” races at the time. Early outlaw motorcycle clubs were simply 

rebels from the dominant American society (Reynolds, 2000). If these original rebel factions of 

motorcycle clubs were defined as being “outlaws” or at least outsiders, then logic dictates that 

there existed another organization from which the “outlaw” faction seceded. Thus, a more 

comprehensive history must exist, an evolutionary history that may allow for a better 

understanding of contemporary motorcycle clubs. Interpretations of contemporary organizational 

behavior will benefit from an historical perspective that provides insight into the origins of 

motorcycling organizations and charts structural and functional changes over time. This is 

significant to researchers in that it suggests that the current state of the outlaw motorcycle club 

subculture can be seen as a function of political and economic changes (both internal and 

external to the organizations). Therefore, the contemporary state is not necessarily a terminus; 

the system may be in the process of change as of this writing.    

It is in this context of change or transformation that the study will contribute to the body 

of literature addressing outlaw motorcycle clubs. Specifically, the goal of the study is to provide 

insight into the origins of an essential component of an organization: how an outlaw motorcycle 

club uses symbols to create organizational identity, establish a hierarchy both within and 

between organizations, and maintain order and stasis within the motorcycle club subculture (or 

system). While the present study addresses one outlaw motorcycle club, the findings may 

provide useful insight into other motorcycle clubs or other secretive societies or fraternal 

organizations such as the Masons, Elks, Rotarians, etc. 

 

Research Problem 

 

As suggested above, the present study addresses two major research problems: 1) the 

need for an expanded historical perspective, and 2) an examination of how organizational 

members use symbols to communicate their identity. The present literature addressing outlaw 

motorcycle clubs glosses over the larger social and political antecedents that led to the formation 
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and evolution of these organizations. In order to ensure that the present study provides a 

comprehensive treatment of motorcycle clubs from their inception, I will trace first the origins of 

the motorcycle and, second, the organizations which sprang forth as a result of widespread 

national adoption of the motorcycle. Further, I will examine social and political antecedents 

which appear to have contributed to the formation and evolution of motorcycle clubs. 

Evidence for historical analysis consists of archival records, videos, and photographs of 

early motorcycle clubs belonging to the American Motorcyclist Association (AMA) as well as 

early outlaw (e.g., non-AMA) motorcycle clubs such as the Pissed Off Bastards of Bloomington 

(POBOBs), the Boozefighters [sic], Hells [sic] Angels, and the Outlaws motorcycle clubs.  

Additional historical data are found in the forms of life histories and personal accounts from 

long-time outlaw motorcycle club members.  

 

Significance of the Study 

 

The findings from the present study will serve both scholarly and practical applications. 

Researchers as well as government and law enforcement agencies should benefit from a more 

comprehensive historical perspective and a more authentic understanding of what the term 

“outlaw” means to motorcycle clubs. An understanding of how organizational symbolism in the 

motorcycle club system signify what clubs are outlaw and non-outlaw, as well as which clubs are 

one-percent organizations will shed much needed light on an overlooked area in the research 

literature. Further, average citizens may understand more clearly that not all motorcycling 

organizations represent a perceived threat to the larger context of American society. Indeed, the 

data may suggest that the actual proportion of possible dangerous organizations represents truly 

less than one percent of the motorcycle club population. 

 

Organization of the Study 

 

The present study consists of seven chapters. Chapter one now concludes with a brief 

account of the organization of the present study. 

Chapter two provides conceptual definitions for the present study and an analysis of the 

research tradition in symbols, organizational identity, and outlaw motorcycle clubs. Stemming 
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from the research literature, this chapter concludes by offering an overarching, single research 

question that guides the present study.  

Chapter three presents a detailed explication of the historical and ethnographic research 

methodologies used in the study. This chapter concludes with a comprehensive description of the 

motorcycle club observed during the study. 

Chapter four offers a brief history of outlaw motorcycle clubs. By tracing the evolution of 

motorcycle organizations over time, this chapter provides an historical context in which the 

reader may better interpret the present study’s findings. 

Chapter five begins the first of two extensive ethnographic chapters. Chapter five 

describes how a novice becomes a member of the outlaw motorcycle club observed during the 

study by focusing on the earned organizational symbols and their associated rituals. Chapter six 

examines the daily lives of members of the club, and offers a detailed account of mandatory and 

recreational organizational rituals. 

 Chapter seven attempts to answer the guiding research question for the present study. 

Interpretation of ethnographic data directs the answering of this question. This chapter concludes 

the present study by addressing the limitations of the study and providing suggestions for future 

research in the outlaw motorcycle club system. 
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CHAPTER 2 

 

 

THE RESEARCH TRADITION IN ORGANIZATIONAL IDENTITY AND OUTLAW MOTORCYCLE 

CLUBS 

 

 

Chapter Overview 

 

This chapter provides larger research and theoretical perspectives in which the present 

study is best understood. The chapter begins by providing conceptual definitions for the study, 

then discusses the theoretical focus for the study, and concludes with an analysis and synthesis of 

the research literature addressing organizational identity, symbols, and outlaw motorcycle clubs.  

 

Conceptual Definitions: Creating a Lexicon for the  

Study of an Outlaw Motorcycle Organization 

 

Organizations and Symbols 

 

To understand the purpose and direction of the present study, connections must be made 

between organizations, symbols, and identity. Further, in order for such connections to be 

meaningful another connection must be established between motorcycle clubs and the 

prevalence of organizational symbols within the motorcycle club (MC) culture. For the purposes 

of this study, the motorcycle club culture is defined as the sum total of organizations that define 

themselves through the riding of motorcycles, primarily in the state of Florida (chapter three 

outlines the precise geographic boundaries of the study), and that are identifiable by a 

mandatory standardized set of organizational symbols (called club colors). Researchers have 

described the motorcycle club culture as a counterculture (e.g., Thompson, 1966; Posnansky, 

1988), a subculture (e.g., Wolf, 1991; Watson, 1993), and even a co-culture or specialized 

culture (e.g., DeFleur, 1999). 

Each of these categories certainly describes aspects of the system yet none can be 
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regarded as all encompassing. For example, counterculture refers to a group of people organized 

in opposition to a dominant culture, subculture describes a group subordinate to a dominant 

culture, and co-culture or specialized culture speaks to a group complimentary to a dominant 

culture. Unfortunately, the term culture is also too broad to accurately describe the social 

phenomenon of motorcycle clubs. Culture refers to 1) the beliefs, customs, practices, and social 

behavior of a particular nation or people, 2) a group of people whose shared beliefs and practices 

identify the particular place, class, or time to which they belong, and 3) a particular set of 

attitudes that characterizes a group of people (Geertz, 1979). As with the other terms above, the 

word culture also describes attributes of the social phenomenon, but in a very broad manner. 

Clearly, a more precise term is needed. Webster’s Unabridged Dictionary defines the term 

“system” as 1) a combination of related elements organized into a complex whole, and 2) a 

scheme of ideas or principles, for example, for classification or for forms of government or 

religion, and 3) the use or result of careful planning and organization of elements. For the 

purposes of this study, the term system is used to describe the social phenomenon of motorcycle 

clubs. 

Each of these categories certainly describes aspects of the system, yet none can be 

regarded as all encompassing. For example, counterculture refers to a group of people organized 

in opposition to a dominant culture, subculture describes a group subordinate to a dominant 

culture, and co-culture or specialized culture speaks to a group complimentary to a dominant 

culture.   

Unfortunately, the term culture is also too broad to accurately describe the social 

phenomenon of motorcycle clubs.  In the first chapter of his book, The Interpretation of Culture, 

Geertz (1979) acknowledges a multitude of meanings associated with culture.  Borrowing from 

Geertz, for the purposes of this study, culture refers to 1) a total way of life for a people, 2) a 

behavioral map, sieve, or matrix, 3) a way of thinking, feeling, and believing, 4) a mechanism 

for the normative regulation of behavior (Geertz, 1973).  As with the other terms above, the 

word culture also describes attributes of the social phenomenon, but in a very broad manner.  

Clearly, a more precise term is needed. Researchers have defined the term “system” as 1) a 

combination of related elements organized into a complex whole (Wheatley, 1992); and 2) a 

scheme of ideas or principles, for example, for classification or for forms of government or 

religion (Capra, 1997); and 3) the use or result of careful planning and organization of elements 
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(DeFleur, 1999).  For the purposes of this study, the term system is used to describe the social 

phenomenon of motorcycle clubs. Clearly, Geertz’s discussion of culture can be seen as 

foundational. Wheatley (1992), Capra (1997), and DeFleur (1999) all refer to Geertz’s (1973) 

conceptualization of culture. Therefore, building on Geertz’s (1973) descriptions of culture, the 

present study defines the outlaw motorcycle club system as a group of people whose total way 

of life centers on the act of motorcycling.   

Organizations.  

The term “organization” has many meanings depending on the context in which it is 

used. For example, “organization” can refer to 1) the process or act of organizing, 2) the state or 

manner of being organized, 3) something that is organized, 4) organic structure or composition, 

5) a group of people associated as a means to some end or work, 6) the administrative personnel 

or apparatus of a business (Etzioni, 1964; Glyn & Abzug, 2002; Goldhaber, 1993; Hatch & 

Schult, 2002). The fifth definition above provides the most utility for the present study in that it 

focuses on the grouping of individuals formed around attaining a goal.  

Scholars have also focused attention on goal orientation and division of labor towards 

agreed upon ends. For example, Etzioni (1964) described organizations as social units or 

groupings of people which may be redefined over time, and are characterized by a division of 

labor according to specific goal achievement. Later scholars added to this the notion of 

interdependence, or mutual cooperation among organizational members (Farace, Monge, & 

Russell, 1977). Building from the foundation of goal orientation and the necessity of 

interdependence among group members, Goldhaber (1993) recognized that successful 

organizations which survived over considerable periods of time were those that were in tune with 

changes to their external environment and were able to adapt to meet new demands. The relation 

between organization and environment led Goldhaber (1993) to conceptualize organizations as 

“living, open system[s] connected by the flow of information between and among people who 

occupy various roles and positions” (p.11). Miller (1995) latches on to the idea of 

“environmental placement” and posits that almost all organizations are in some way open 

systems; they must interrelate with some aspect of their external environments in order to 

survive. And finally, Pace and Faules (1994) draw a distinction between the subjective and 

objective conceptions of organizations, where the subjective perspective focuses on processes 

and the objective on structures.  
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Synthesizing major themes from the researchers highlighted above, a working definition 

of the term organization for the present study emerges as: An organization is defined as a 

dynamic social system of interdependent individuals (2 or more) whose survival is dependent 

upon the achievement of a common goal.  

Symbols.  

As with the term “organization,” the term “symbol” also possesses a multiplicity of 

definitions. According to Webster’s Unabridged Dictionary, a symbol may be defined as 1) 

something used as or regarded as representing something else; a material object representing 

something, often something immaterial (e.g., an emblem, token, or sign); 2) a letter, figure, or 

other character or mark or a combination of such used to designate something (e.g., symbols on 

the Periodic Table, Greek symbols used in mathematics and statistics); 3) a word, phrase, image, 

etc. having a complex of associated meanings and perceived as having inherent value separable 

from that which is symbolized, as being part of that which is symbolized, and as performing its 

normal function of standing for or representing that which is symbolized—usually conceived as 

deriving its meaning chiefly from the structure in which it appears, and is generally distinguished 

from a sign. Turner (1967) defines symbol as “a thing regarded by general consent as naturally 

typifying or representing or recalling something by possession of analogous qualities or by 

association in fact or thought”. (p. 19)   

 An important distinction should be made between a symbol and a sign. According to Jung 

(1949), a sign is a representation of an empirically knowable thing, whereas a symbol best 

represents an empirically unknowable thing, but—and this is very important—an empirically 

unknowable thing that is known to exist within a culture or society. For example, the human 

brain or mind can be seen as the sites or loci of thought, thinking, and understanding in people. 

Using Positron Emission Tomography (or PET Scans) scientists can show empirically that, given 

certain stimuli, the brain uses energy in specific locations when processing information, a clear 

sign of a thought process in a specific site within the human body. However, scientists are unable 

to show empirically that there exists such a thing as the mind, yet most would readily agree that 

we each of us possess a mind and that it is intertwined with the brain in the processes of thinking 

and understanding. Thus, the mind may be considered a symbol of the human ability for 

understanding. A prime example of the perceived realness or the strength or power of symbols 

may be found in religious icons. The Christian symbol of the crucifix is a potent representation 
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of their God, who is empirically unknowable, yet he is considered to be real and omnipresent.  

 Clearly, regardless of the definition one chooses, symbols are abstractions of reality or of 

perceived phenomena. Moving away from abstract definitions and toward a more concrete 

discussion of what symbols may do or how they may be used in cultures, a treatment of Turner’s 

conceptualization of dominant and instrumental symbols, is now appropriate. Building on Sapir’s 

(1934) division of referential and condensation symbols, Turner (1967) differentiates between 

dominant and instrumental symbols. Dominant symbols are defined as symbols that possess at 

least two qualities: 1) the unification of disparate meanings in a single symbolic formation, and 2) 

the polarization of meaning. The unification of disparate meanings refers to the bringing together 

of seemingly unrelated social and/or physical phenomena in a singular form. For example, the 

American flag incorporates three colors: red, white, and blue. During basic training, military 

recruits are taught that the color red represents the blood that was shed by founding patriots, the 

color white stands for purity, and the color blue denotes courage. These three colors are 

abstractions of three disparate social and physical phenomena, yet when combined in the form of 

a flag the meaning converges into that of a nation.   

The polarization of meaning simply refers to creating dichotomous categories in which 

members of a social system may place physical and/or social phenomena. To clarify, it can be 

seen that all societies create a set of rules by which members must live in order to remain in that 

society. The polarization of meaning provides the means to communicate right from wrong, 

acceptable versus unacceptable social behaviors. Likewise, the polarization of meaning can be 

extended into the physical world of foods as they relate to a social system. Food taboos, such as 

the eating of pork in some cultures, have been established through religion in order to prevent 

members from consuming the meat. In these cultures, the meat is symbolized as unclean and 

thus is forbidden. Of course, there is nothing physically unclean in pork, but in arid climates 

where water is scarce Semitic peoples viewed the raising of pigs as profligate. This particular 

polarization of meaning protects scarce resources (i.e. water) and this protects the members of 

that society or culture (Harris, 1976).  

 Burke (1966) took the understanding of symbols in something of a different direction. 

Through what he called terministic screens, Burke distinguishes between the attention and the 

intention of symbols. Most scholars of symbols seek to understand the intention of a culture’s 

assigning of meaning to specific symbols. Attention of symbols directs communicator’s attention 
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towards specific channels rather than others. According to Burke, one’s culture teaches which 

channel is appropriate given specific nomenclature, and thus screens one from other possible 

channels. In other words, our attention is driven by nomenclature, or naming, and thus our 

understanding is necessarily limited by this attention.    

 Finally, Turner (1967) held that symbols produce action by virtue of the properties 

imbued in them and that dominant symbols can be seen to become foci in interaction among 

members of a culture. Members of a society or culture assign meanings to symbols and thus 

imbue the symbols with certain power. For example, the American flag represents any number of 

meanings to people within and without the American society. For people within, the flag may 

represent freedom of speech, the right to own and bear arms, the ownership of property, or 

military might. To people outside the society, the flag may represent capitalism, neo-

Imperialism, opportunity, or even oppression. Regardless of the meanings ascribed to the flag, 

the symbol itself can be a locus of interaction for anyone who has understanding of the symbol. 

One need only set the flag afire in order to verify this. McGee (1980) would argue that it is a 

mistake to try and understand the burning of the flag as the act of destroying a symbol. Rather, it 

is best to regard the flag as an ideograph: “… the basic building blocks…[that ] ‘contain’ a 

unique social moral commitment” (p. 7). Ideographs are ordinary terms found in political 

discourse, that are of a higher-order abstraction, which represent the collective commitment to 

what is right or wrong. 

Instrumental symbols are defined as symbols that are used in specific rituals that make it 

possible for participants to attain the means to their ritualistic ends. For example, wedding rings 

in American society are symbols of the institution of marriage. Yet these same physical objects 

do not carry this meaning when worn on any finger other than the ring finger of the left hand (it 

is important to note that some cultures wear wedding rings on the right hand). The ring is used 

during wedding rituals to symbolize the bonding of two people in a manner that the majority of 

American society recognizes both religiously and secularly. During a wedding ritual a couple is 

not pronounced as wed until the rings have been offered and accepted by both parties. Thus, the 

ring can be seen as a means to a ritualistic end.  

Instrumental symbols possess an esoteric meaning and may only be understood in a 

dominant ritualistic context. Returning to the wedding ring example, without knowledge of the 

rings being intended as wedding rings, researchers could only classify these objects as jewelry. 
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Certainly, a detailed description of the physical nature of the ring is still possible, with thick 

description of materials, craftsmanship, art, and value, but divorced of the ritualistic context in 

which the rings attain their status, the symbolic understanding is completely lost. The wedding 

ring is a physical representation of a social institution. While Turner acknowledges the similarity 

between instrumental symbols and signs, he reminds the reader that instrumental symbols 

possess meanings that reach into the subconscious as well as the conscious, and as such can be 

seen as possessing additional qualities that signs do not.  

Adapting Turner’s (1967) conceptualization of instrumental and dominant symbols, for 

the purposes of the present study outlaw motorcycle club symbols are defined as a culmination 

of instrumental symbols which 1) are bestowed ritualistically upon a novice by the organization, 

2) represent significant markers of socialization of a novice, and 3) combine over time to form a 

dominant symbol of the organization: outlaw motorcycle club colors. 

 

Systems Thinking Approach to Organizational Communication 

 

The present study benefits from a theoretical perspective rather than a theoretical focus.  

By this I am referring to a difference in how theory is applied to the study.  A systems thinking 

perspective was used to inform and guide field observations, and thus also frames the analysis, 

and interpretations of data collected for the study.  In other words, for the present study, theory is 

in service to writing.  Conversely, a theoretical focus would have directed field observations 

towards and/or away from certain aspects of the system’s culture.  Put differently, writing would 

be in service to the theory.  In this sense, theoretical focus can be seen as what Burke (1966) 

calls a terministic screen.  I acknowledge the reality that a theoretical perspective also 

necessarily limits the study; this is obviously one function of theory.  Similar to the use of 

Grounded Theory, the present study hopefully benefits from openness to using other appropriate 

theoretical perspectives.  Using multiple theoretical perspectives should contribute positively to 

my interpretation and thus the reader’s understanding of the data presented herein.     

While systems thinking serves as the primary guide to this study, other appropriate forms 

of theory are also used.  Given the prevalence of visual images in the outlaw motorcycle club 

system, it is appropriate to acknowledge the rhetorical power of these symbols and how they 

contribute to or detract from interaction and communication in the system.  This section now 
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presents a treatment of the origins and evolution of systems thinking in communication research 

is appropriate. 

Whereas earlier researchers had explored systems thinking (e.g., Ashby, 1964; Beer, 

1951; Rothstein, 1958; von Bertalanffy, 1951), Katz and Kahn galvanized the approach for the 

field of Communication in 1966 in their landmark publication, The Social Psychology of 

Organizations. It may seem surprising that what can be viewed as a relatively new and 

innovative approach to organizational communication has been around forty years. Katz and 

Kahn (1966) conceptualized organizations as being comprised of subsystems that take in 

materials and human resources (input), process materials and resources (throughput), and yield a 

finished product to the larger environment (output). Further, Katz and Kahn (1966) emphasized 

interaction between the organization and the larger context in which they operate. Additionally, 

they conceptualized the ideal organization as possessing a feedback function, a self-corrective 

mechanism called the system’s “cybernetic,” where feedback from the larger environment is fed 

to those involved in the throughput processes which then has a positive impact on the output.  

 Katz and Kahn (1966) posited that the successful organization operates under the Law of 

Equifinality, which states that given a specific problem or goal there exist an infinite number of 

alternatives by which the organization may resolve the problem or reach the goal. Thus, the 

notion of a search for “one solution” is regarded as dangerously simplistic and is rejected by 

systems thinkers.  

 Finally, Katz and Kahn (1966) held that organizations should ideally be open systems 

rather than closed in order to capitalize on the feedback needed from the larger context. Open 

systems regularly seek interaction with and feedback from their external environment; closed 

systems to a very large degree do not. Such an open exchange of information would best inform 

the organization and thus the output of the organization would be that which most suited its 

environment. Further, Katz and Kahn (1966) believed that the impetus for change within a 

system (i.e. the larger social/economic context) originates at the macro level and that adaptation 

must then be made at the micro level (i.e. the organization) in order for the organization and the 

system to remain viable. 

 Later systems thinkers (see Capra, 1997; Jackson, 1991; Henderson, 1995; Wheatley, 

1992; and Quinn, 1992) built upon the knowledge handed down from Katz and Kahn (1966) but 

took the approach in new directions. One important permutation in the evolution of systems 
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thinking was the break with the notion that systemic change occurs in a top-down, or macro-to-

micro-linear fashion. Jackson (1991) challenges this older perspective; he posits that there exists 

no such locus of change for which organizations may simply establish watchdogs tasked with 

identifying necessary changes  in response to what is happening “out there.”  Oftentimes change 

originates at the micro level within a system and has far-reaching and enduring effects at the 

macro level. Jackson argues that all macro-level systems are inherently closed, circular, self-

referential units that have relationships with other, circular self-referential units. Make a change 

to any one of the organizations in a system and adaptation, stagnation, or elimination will occur 

in time. Post-secondary web-mediated Distance Education (DE) may be a useful example. 

Certain colleges and universities began offering web-mediated DE shortly after the World Wide 

Web became available to the public. The Florida State University was among them, offering 

courses via the web since at least 1996. Institutions offering courses online removed barriers to 

college courses for many people who could not attend classes in a traditional, face-to-face mode. 

Be it work-related or familial commitments, there existed a segment of the American population 

whose educational needs were not being met. DE was not a macro-level innovation in post-

secondary education, but in the ten or more years since American institutions began offering DE, 

the innovation has diffused to nearly every state-supported and private school. Arguments as to 

why institutions have (or have not) adopted DE are beyond the scope of this study, but for 

illustrative purposes it can be seen that the relatively small number of institutions that first 

offered DE forced a drastic change in the macro-level post-secondary educational system. Other 

institutions were faced with adopting DE or losing potential students to schools that did offer 

DE. 

 Systems theorists such as Capra (1997), Henderson (1995) and Wheatley (1992) have 

extended systems thinking even further, bringing to bear elements of quantum physics and a 

“relational universe” perspective, chemical theory, complexity theory, and issues of systemic 

gender-equity (see Henderson, 1995, for gender-equity specific literature). Wheatley says that 

each organization in a system has a unique identity and a clear boundary, yet each is merged with 

its environment. Wheatley argues that organizations need no longer bother with deciding 

whether the organization or the individual is more influential with respect to change; 

relationships at all levels of organization, from the subatomic to the intergalactic continually shift 

and change depending on individuals (broadly defined) at any particular moment in time.  
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The concept of a relational universe, with its pervasive interdependence as described in 

quantum theory, states that individuals or organizations do not create reality; rather, they evoke 

potentials that already exist. On first examination this statement may appear hopelessly 

relativistic; this would be an oversimplification that may run the risk of ignoring the inherent 

complexity in contemporary societies. Relationships between two people; between people and 

organizations; organizations and other organizations; between nations, are affected each second 

of every day by myriad external stimuli and internal processes. To ignore this fact is to remain 

willfully incognizant.  People, who comprise organizations, and thus the system, are the driving 

force behind what the system becomes and how it operates at any given time. Pirsig (1974) 

offers a pragmatic example of the potentials inherent in the steel used to build a motorcycle: 

      

That’s all the motorcycle is, a system of concepts worked out in steel. There’s no part 

in it, no shape in it, that is not out of someone’s mind…  I’ve noticed that people who 

have never worked with steel have trouble seeing this—that the motorcycle is 

primarily a mental phenomenon. They associate metal with given shapes—pipes, 

rods, girders, tools, parts—all of them fixed and inviolable, and think of it as 

primarily physical. But a person who does machining or foundry work or forge work 

or welding sees “steel” as having no shape at all. Steel can be any shape you want if 

you are skilled enough, and any shape but the one you want if you are not. Shapes, 

like this tappet, are what you arrive at, what you give to the steel. Steel has no more 

shape than this old pile of dirt on the engine here. These shapes are all out of 

someone’s mind. That’s important to see. The steel? Hell, even the steel is out of 

someone’s mind. There’s no steel in nature. Anyone from the Bronze Age could have 

told you that. All nature has is a potential for steel. There’s nothing else there. But 

what’s “potential”? That’s also in someone’s mind!  (p.88)  

 

 Capra (1997) and others (e.g., Wheatley, 1992 and Henderson, 1995) take a revolutionary 

position regarding unstable organizations and unpredictability. Using the chemical theory of 

dissipative structures (see also Complexity Theory, Capra, 1997; pp. 17-50), Capra states that an 

organization in a state of extreme flux is in a prime position to make effective change, to be 

creative like never before, and to morph into a healthier organization. According to the theory, 
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dissipative structures experience a gradual loss of energy and form, which contributes to an ever-

increasing state of disequilibrium. This state of disequilibrium leads to dissipation, and then 

chaos, which in turn allows for the possibility of new, more viable structures that are better 

suited to interact with and maintain other organizations in the system. Chaos is the last stage 

before a system falls apart or moves toward a new state. When systems are disturbed from their 

stable state they begin to oscillate, to swing back and forth in reaction to the force(s) that 

knocked them from equilibrium. For some, the state of chaos ensues, bringing with it complete 

unpredictability, what was formerly up is now not only down, but inverted at 180 degrees. In 

short, chaos is the nightmare state for organizational leadership. Again borrowing from quantum 

theory, systems in chaos can be pulled into new forms by what are called “strange attractors.”  

Rather than dissipating or falling apart, the strange attractor brings to bear forces that reform the 

organization, reshape it into what the system needs most in the environment, and thus, what the 

organization needs in order to remain viable. Systems in chaos can be seen both at the micro 

level of an individual organization, and if left unchecked a snowball affect can upset the entire 

system. 

Wheatley (1992) refers to organizations that are able to change in the manner described 

above as “self-organizing” or “self-renewing” systems. Fluctuations, disturbances, and 

imbalances, all of which represent the bane of an organization, are, according to systems 

thinkers, the prime movers of innovation, creativity, and positive change—to those armed with 

information. Wheatley contends that information is the creative energy flowing through, not 

fueling, self-renewing systems. The organization’s watchdog (or what systems thinkers refer to 

as a cybernetic) must seek out relevant information from the external environment as well as 

within the organization itself. Organizations must develop internal measures with which they 

may gauge their processes, come to know and understand the means by which they are able to 

remain in a viable state, be self-aware and honest with themselves about strengths and 

weaknesses. 

 

Limitations of Systems Thinking 

  

Researchers have criticized systems thinking as being an overly complex approach to 

examining organizational communication (e.g., McPhee & Poole, 2001; McPhee & Zaug, 2000). 
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When comparing a systems thinking approach to organizational communication with other, 

perhaps more conventional approaches (e.g., Classical Management), systems thinking is clearly 

less parsimonious (Taylor, 2003). Further, researchers have criticized systems thinkers’ 

appropriation of quantum mechanics and other principles of physics (Lammers & Krikorian, 

1997). Quantum mechanics analyzes phenomena on a vast scale (actually, on an overwhelmingly 

miniscule scale at the subatomic level), over huge periods of time. Applying tenets of quantum 

mechanics to human communication phenomena is problematic from at least the perspectives of 

scale and time.  Finally, organizational communication scholars have in the past attempted to 

argue that all human interactions are attempts at organization, at least to some degree (Luhmann, 

1995; McPhee & Poole, 2001). However, it is well to acknowledge that not all acts of 

communication inevitably lead to the emergence of organizational structures (McPhee & Zaug, 

2000). 

 

The Research Tradition in Organizational Identity: A Review of Relevant Literature 

 

 Researchers in the area of organizational communication suggest that the importance of 

organizational identity cannot be overstressed. Indeed, Young (2001b) posits that organizational 

identity is the central, distinctive and enduring attribute of an organization. Examining four 

classes of nonprofit organizations (grant-making foundations, federated fundraising 

organizations, nonprofit academic centers, and social enterprises) Young found that the degree to 

which members of an organization perceive clearly the identity of their organization is directly 

proportional to the effectiveness of long term strategic planning and the effectiveness of structural 

decisions. Young also found that organizations whose members possess a clear sense of 

organizational identity fared better during times of reorganization. Applying the concept of 

organizational identity to the structural issues faced by national and international nonprofit 

umbrella associations, Young (2001a) suggests that consensus on a clear organizational identity is 

the prime factor in resolving restructuring dilemmas of nonprofit associations. 

While a clear sense of organizational identity may be key for organizations to effect 

change, leadership styles and an overly rigid sense of identity can become barriers to change. 

McBain (2003) explores the degree to which organizational identity serves as both barrier and 

facilitator of organizational change and transformation. The impacts of leadership styles on the 
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development of a link between individual and organizational identities, as well as identity 

“regulation” are foci of the study. 

Kellner-Johnson (2002) argues that many large corporations are unable to make necessary 

changes or adaptations in a competitive environment due to their rigid sense of organizational or 

corporate identity. This inability—or unwillingness—to change is found to be driven by 

inconsistencies with what the organization perceives as “change” as it compares with the core-

values and identity of the organization. 

 Schwaninger (2001), using watchdog mechanisms (i.e. what systems theorists refer to as a 

cybernetic), argues that organizational identity is a prime dimension in three theoretical models of 

organizational intelligence. According to Schwaninger, the models are integrated into a 

framework for organizational self-control and self-transformation. Changes in organizational 

activities, structure, and behavior must be synchronized among one another and subsequently 

aligned with organizational identity. These changes in identity are driven directly by changes in 

the organization’s environment. 

Changes in environment seem to have a homogenizing effect on the identity of 

organizations, which is not necessarily a positive turn for organizations seeking to establish an 

identity. Glynn and Abzug (2002) explore symbolic isomorphism in the context of corporate 

naming, or organizational identity. They argue that, within institutional fields, regression toward 

mediocrity of organizational identities is occurring, and that such homogenization of identity 

drives to varying degrees the public’s perception of organizational legitimacy. Glynn and Abzug 

first examined 1,600 organizational name changes and how those changes provide evidence of 

name conformity. Second, they conducted a survey to measure the degree to which symbolic 

isomorphism relates to perceived organizational legitimacy.  

 Of course, researchers understand that individuals also have a sense of personal identity 

and that this identity may or may not be compatible with organizational identity. For example, 

Humphreys and Brown (2002) examine how individuals establish personal identities which then 

become intertwined with separate organizational identities. They hold that the process of 

identification can be seen as that which binds individuals to organizations, and that this process is 

established through lines of personal and shared narratives. Such lines of discourse, both intra and 

inter-personal can be seen as the means by which individuals make sense of their worlds. They 

also argue that senior managers may legitimately engage in hegemonic acts of control and 
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manipulation of organizational identity formation. In other words, senior leaders who understand 

the function of organizational identity are best suited to dictate how the organization 

communicates its identity.  

Taking a more pragmatic approach, Kletz (2002) focuses on the manner in which people 

in organizations appropriate a sense of organizational identity - the process by which individuals 

may understand an organizational ethos. Kletz examines how different styles of management are 

rationalized in the context of a public administration organization. A major finding is that prime 

values of organizational identity can lead to a resistance to change if organizational members 

perceive such change as being inconsistent with the historic mission or identity of their 

organization. In short, organizational change must be in line with the culture of the organization. 

Going a step further, Hatch and Schultz (2002) explore the processes linking 

organizational identity to an individual’s culture. Using Mead’s Social Identity Theory, 

specifically the relation between the “I” and “me,” extended out to the organizational level of 

analysis, Hatch and Schultz suggest that members’ culture is the primary force that explains the 

dynamic and interactive processes of organizational identity creation, maintenance, and change.  

Taking a slightly different perspective Zaheer, Schomaker, and Genc (2003) differentiate 

between organizational identity and organizational culture. Zaheer, et al (2003) suggest that 

organizational identity represents “who we are” and that organizational culture stands for “how 

we do things”. They stress the importance of establishing an equality-based line of discourse 

between organizations when merging, a process they call a “merging of equals” and that the 

theme of equality will reinforce a perceived sense of a new organizational identity. 

Finally, Ravasi and van Rekom (2003) report on the current state of research on 

organizational identity. Current research is focused on 1) the various intellectual roots of 

organizational identity and identity theory, 2) the interplay between different levels of analysis, 3) 

the conceptualization of organizational identity, its measurement, and 4) the relevance of 

organizational identity. The panel suggests that organizational identity appears a promising 

concept to bridge different levels of analysis, as well as a means by which researchers may 

reconcile paradoxes that arise when organizations confront simultaneous pressures for similarity 

and uniqueness, sameness and differentiation. The panel also recognizes the lack of empirical 

testing of organizational identity theories. In fact, they suggest strongly that future research 

should focus on testing those theoretical models that exist or theorizing empirically verifiable 
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constructs. 

 

A Synthesis of Relevant Organizational Identity Research 

  

 An analysis of organizational identity literature reveals at least seven important areas of 

research relevant to the present study. The first suggests strongly that organizational identity is 

the central, distinctive, and enduring attribute found across varied and disparate organizations 

(Young, 2001b). Second, a clear sense of organizational identity contributes to increased 

longevity of organizational members (Young, 2001a). Third, an overly rigid organizational 

identity presents a significant barrier to organizational development and change (McBain, 2003), 

and yet organizational identity may be the chief driving factor to successful change efforts in 

contemporary organizations (Schwaninger, 2001). Fourth, the homogenization of organizational 

identities within fields is clearly on the rise (Glynn & Abzug, 2002). So much so that new 

organizations seeking to establish legitimacy within a market must align with traditionally 

accepted organizational identities in order to be accepted by a market or constituency. 

The dominant culture in a given society is a major theme found in the literature reviewed. 

The fifth area of relevant research is that of understanding how dominant culture shapes a sense 

of personal identity and how that perception impacts organizational change efforts (Humphreys & 

Brown, 2002; Kletz, 2002). Indeed, dominant culture may be the primary driving force behind the 

creation, maintenance, and change of organizational identity (Hatch & Schultz, 2002). And sixth 

is that of equality-based communication. Researchers suggest that equality-based discourse 

impacts the effectiveness of aligning personal identity with organizational identity during new 

member orientation and organizational change efforts (Zaheer, Shomaker, & Genc, 2003). 

The seventh and final area of relevant research stems from leading organizational identity 

scholars. Among other possible contributions to human communication research, scholars agree 

that organizational identity is a promising concept to bridge different levels of analysis in 

organizational communication, and may serve as a unifying locus of research across disciplinary 

boundaries (Ravasi & Rekom, 2003). 
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The Research Tradition in Outlaw Motorcycle Clubs: A Review of Relevant Literature 

  

 There exists a dearth of scholarly literature addressing outlaw motorcycle clubs. As 

Posnansky found in 1988, the body of outlaw motorcycle club literature falls into one of two 

categories: 1) scholarly research and 2) popular press. The precious few scholarly publications 

are analyzed below, and for the reader’s benefit a bibliography of the popular press may be 

found in Appendix 1. 

Arguably the first reliable publication (and perhaps the quintessential participant 

observation) on outlaw bikers is Hunter S. Thompson’s Hell’s Angels: A Strange and Terrible 

Saga (1966). At the time a volatile, near destitute, but promising journalist, Thompson was 

contacted by an editor at The Nation to get an inside story on the Oakland, California charter of 

the Hells Angels Motorcycle Club. Heretofore, the few publications addressing outlaw 

motorcycle clubs, mostly newspaper articles, lacked Thompson’s quasi-ethnographic 

methodology of collecting information; most articles relied on hyperbole and lacked any degree 

of credible authenticity (Reynolds, 2000). To be sure, it was difficult to uncover the “truth” 

behind what the Angels were all about. As Sonny Barger (Barger, Zimmerman & Zimmerman, 

2000) explains, Hells Angels of the time were quite fond of acting in outlandish ways in the 

presence of reporters and the like. Such behavior was deliberate in that the Angels wished to 

portray an outrageous image in an attempt to insulate them from the dominant American culture. 

For example, during an initial interview with a Hells Angel, Thompson was told that the reason 

many Hells Angels smell badly is that they dump urine and feces on a new member’s colors, and 

that he is forbidden to ever wash them. As Reynolds states (2000), this is simply rhetorical 

overstatement used for its shock value. Indeed, such behavior is tantamount to desecrating the 

American flag (which is also a sacred symbol among outlaw bikers); club colors are forbidden to 

even touch the ground, let alone human waste. Due to the Hells Angels’ penchant for purposive 

misrepresentation, it follows that Thompson’s data suffer to an incalculable degree.  

In fairness to Thompson, however, during the approximately one year he spent collecting 

data, he set a methodological standard that has yet to be equaled. Thompson attended weekly 

club meetings, socialized with Angels at local bars, accompanied the club on long distance 

motorcycle runs, and even welcomed some members into his home. I am also referring to the 

open manner in which Thompson was able to collect data: notepads and tape recorders were 
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regularly used. Adding credibility to Thompson’s research is the fact that the only issues the 

Hells Angels seem to have taken with Thompson’s published work were 1) that Thompson failed 

to make good on an alleged agreement for payment of one keg of beer in trade for their 

information, and 2) the circumstances surrounding Thompson’s beating at the hands of a Hells 

Angel.  

Major findings from Thompson’s research include outlining the motorcycle club’s 

hierarchical organization, communication protocols, and the primacy of the organizational 

symbols. Thompson found that, contrary to what was reported in the contemporary popular 

press, the Oakland Hells Angels Motorcycle Club was actually organized along militaristic, 

hierarchical lines. The Angels established local charters that did operate autonomously within 

their own borders (i.e. Oakland, San Bernardino, Southern California, etc.), but communicated 

formally with other charters on a regular basis. This regular organizational communication 

established state, regional, national, and international levels of formal communication protocols. 

Each charter was required to send a delegate to the state and regional quarterly, semi-annual and 

annual club meetings. Also, each state was responsible for electing a representative to attend the 

national and international meetings.  

Thompson also found that the Hells Angels Motorcycle Club colors lacked a degree of 

uniformity during the early part of his research. Older charters of the Hells Angels, mostly from 

the southern California area, wore a smaller version of the now-famous Hells Angels Death’s 

Head logo (Thompson, 1966). This older version consisted of a winged skull death’s head 

wearing a military combat helmet, and can be seen as very primitive when compared to the 

contemporary Hells Angels Motorcycle Club Death’s Head (now a copyrighted and trademarked 

organizational symbol). The contemporary, larger and more professionally embroidered Death’s 

Head has come to be known as the “Barger Larger” organizational symbol(Barger, et al, 2000). 

Sonny Barger, the long-time president of the Oakland charter of Hells Angels, was responsible 

for commissioning the more artistic and much larger organizational symbol that the club now 

mandates(Barger, et al, 2000). It was during Thompson’s research that Sonny Barger came to be 

known as the international leader of the Hells Angels Motorcycle Club (although both Hells 

Angels MC and Sonny Barger refute this assertion). As Barger began to rise in prominence within 

the organization, his influence was evident throughout charters outside the Oakland area by virtue 

of the “Barger Larger” organizational logo being adopted (Barger, et al, 2000). 
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Using Grounded Theory, Posnansky and Wolf conducted participant observations with the 

goal of elucidating communicative behaviors (Posnansky, 1988) and cultural norms (Wolf, 

1991). Posnansky focused on the communicative norms of bikers in general, while noting how 

outlaw motorcycle clubs patronized local biker bars and motorcycling events and used various 

communication media to recruit potential members. His study was limited geographically to the 

state of Florida, but Posnansky was able to collect a vast amount of data from motorcycle club 

members outside the state. Daytona Beach, Florida is host to the annual Bike Week rally 

marking the beginning of the motorcycle racing season. A great many motorcycle clubs make the 

annual pilgrimage to Daytona in order to hold annual club gatherings. Daytona Beach is a prime 

location from which to gather data. 

Major findings from Posnansky’s study include how motorcycle clubs use symbols to 

signify the performance of specific deeds, and how clubs use billboards in motorcycle repair 

shops and biker bars to communicate territory. For example, outlaw motorcycle clubs carry 

“courtesy cards,” which are little more than ordinary business cards. The cards contain the club 

name and logo, and often the road name (i.e. nickname or pseudonym) of the bearer. Members 

hand out courtesy cards to promising potential members, and when the card is presented at a club 

gathering the bearer is welcomed as a guest. When a courtesy card is placed on a billboard or 

other public space, the intent is to communicate to other clubs that this territory is taken. Finally, 

Posnansky was able to identify hierarchical organization patterns within the outlaw motorcycle 

club system.  

Daniel Wolf studied a Canadian outlaw motorcycle club known as the Rebels Motorcycle 

Club. Since assimilated by the Hells Angels MC, the Rebels MC was during the time of Wolf’s 

study a relatively unknown One Percent motorcycle club. Wolf established a relationship with 

the Rebels by riding his Harley Davidson and patronizing bars that members of the Rebels were 

known to frequent. Eventually Wolf solidified interpersonal relationships with certain members 

of the club and was invited to become a prospective member (known as strikers in some 

Canadian clubs). Wolf declined the offer but remained a “friend of the club” in order to continue 

to collect field data. Interestingly, Wolf did not hide the fact that he was a doctoral candidate 

working on a dissertation; however, he did not formally disclose to the Rebels the fact that they 

were subjects of his research. At some point during his research one of the members with whom 

Wolf had forged a very close relationship asked Wolf to consider writing his dissertation about 
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the Rebels MC; in short, to write an historical account of the organization. The local Rebels 

Motorcycle Club chapter enthusiastically approved the study and openly cooperated with Wolf. 

Unfortunately at least one chapter outside the local area did not approve the study and thus 

Wolf’s “official” authorization was revoked; nevertheless, members of the local chapter 

continued to support his research.  

Wolf was able to chronicle the basic three-phase process of a novice becoming a member 

of an outlaw motorcycle club. He interviewed novices as they progressed from “hangaround” 

status, to that of a striker (or prospective member), and finally to full membership. Heretofore, 

researchers had little information on the process by which one is able to become a member of an 

outlaw motorcycle club. Wolf was the first to establish the presence of organizational rituals 

associated with symbols that marked each level of association with the club. Finally, Wolf also 

found evidence to support Thompson’s account of a formal, militaristic, hierarchical 

organization that employed similar communication protocols to that of the Oakland Hells Angels 

Motorcycle Club. 

Watson (1993) is a biker-turned-researcher, as are Posnansky (1988) and Wolf (1991), 

with interpersonal links to local bikers and outlaw motorcycle club members from whom he 

collected the bulk of his data. Using Walter Miller’s (1958) typology of focal concerns of lower 

class culture, which was conceptualized and tested on deviant and at-risk youths (aged 18 and 

less), Watson offers a synopsis of the organizing ethos of American outlaw motorcycle clubs. 

Watson classified the outlaw motorcycle clubs as a subculture comprised of people from a saloon 

society milieu. According to Watson, in a saloon society social strata are developed by means of 

physical violence — or at least the propensity for such violence. In plain terms, social status 

comes from the ability to win fights. The research is clearly limited by the application of an 

arguably inappropriate theoretical framework as well as the age of Watson’s data, which was 

thirteen years old at the time of publication. One wonders what important changes may have 

transpired in those thirteen years that affect the authenticity of Watson’s findings. For example: 

Were many—or any—of the individuals still involved in the organization Watson studied? How 

many new members joined the club since Watson conducted observations? How did new 

members affect the organization?   
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A Synthesis of Relevant Outlaw Motorcycle Club Research 

  

 An analysis of scholarly outlaw motorcycle club literature reveals at least three important 

areas of research relevant to the present study: 1) formal organization, 2) communicative 

behaviors, and 3) primacy of organizational symbols. Across all three areas of research one theme 

emerges, that of organizational rituals and their associated symbols. Clearly, researchers have 

noted that outlaw motorcycle clubs are highly structured organizations, and that organizational 

symbols communicate status within the culture (Thompson, 1966; Posnansky, 1988; Wolf, 1991). 

Indeed, if one understands the symbols, one is able to read each member’s clothing as a literal 

text that reveals the story of his experience with the organization. 

 

Research Synthesis and Research Question 

 

The research literature establishes well the importance of understanding organizational 

identity as well as the primacy of symbols within and across organizations. Yet it seems clear 

that research is still needed to connect these two areas of inquiry. In short, there appears to be a 

significant gap in the research literature exploring the interrelation between organizational 

identity and organizational symbols. The present study fills this gap by exploring the 

communicative means through which an outlaw motorcycle club establishes its identity. In order 

to do so a single, overarching research question guides the study: How does an outlaw 

motorcycle club use symbols to create organizational identity? 
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CHAPTER 3 

 

 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

 

 

Introduction and Chapter Overview 

 

 The overarching goal of this study is to elucidate how an outlaw motorcycle club 

communicates in order to create, maintain, and operate in a subculture or social system. One 

research question, which is overlooked in the research literature, frames this study: 

How does an outlaw motorcycle club use symbols to create organizational identity? A second 

goal of this study is to contribute to the body of research literature a more comprehensive 

historical perspective of motorcycle clubs. Currently, the historical literature lacks sufficient 

temporal context; this study adds nearly an additional half-century to the historical research 

addressing outlaw motorcycle clubs.  

This chapter provides an overview of the methods by which data were collected and 

analyzed for the present study. The chapter begins by defining the methodologies of historical 

and ethnographic inquiry, as well as the methods of participant observation and personal 

interviews. Next comes a treatment of the role of an ethnographer in the context of the outlaw 

motorcycle club system. The chapter concludes with a description of the research participants 

and data collection settings for this study. 

 

Historical Research Methodology 

 

 In order to understand another culture or system, it is important to know its origins. 

Problems faced by scholars who use historical methods in communication research are as varied 

as the areas they study.  Presenting an analysis and discussion of standards of evidence, which 

may be regarded as the keystone of historical research, this section explores possible pitfalls that 

await scholars of history. Borrowing from Shermer (2002), I will first distinguish history from 

pseudohistory and then examine how historians should, according to Kellner (1989), get the 
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story “crooked." 

 

History vs. Pseudohistory 

 

Shermer (2002) discusses methodological problems associated with systematic, scientific 

historical research and how, when the tenets of historical research and science are not upheld, 

readers may be asked to believe “truths” that are not so. Historical research, or a history, can be 

seen as a construction that must be built upon a foundation. The type of foundation depends upon 

the type of history being constructed. The construction or structure is the “story”—the argument, 

the account of what is proposed as an historical truth. The foundation on which this structure 

stands is made of evidence, the quality of which determines the strength and durability of the 

foundation. Solidly-constructed histories stand the test of time rather well. Poorly-constructed 

histories seem to blow over at the slightest gust of evidential wind.   At times what appears on its 

surface as a credible or authentic history is not so at all, for there exists no substantial or 

discernable foundation to support the structure. Shermer calls this “pseudohistory."  

Pseudohistory offers no evidence to support its claims; such structures are usually built for 

political or ideological reasons.  

Shermer reminds us that historical evidence is different from archaeological evidence. 

Archaeological evidence exists in the silt of time waiting to be uncovered. Piece by piece, 

artifacts and remains of a culture are revealed in order to tell a story, a history. Uncovering 

historical communication evidence is not as seamless a process as removing years of sediment in 

order to reveal an underlying truth. Communication scholars must recognize that gaps in 

historical evidence often have something to do with the fact that people write about what 

interests them and about what they think is important during their time. Further, in creating 

“history” those with certain power and social placement have an advantage over those in their 

society without such dint. Personal memoirs, biographies and autobiographies aside, those with 

power in a society have the ability to influence what is published and what is not, what is 

recorded and what is not. Those without power and social placement generally do not have at 

their disposal an efficacious vehicle to move their views, ideas, concerns, arguments, and 

observations forward through time. By and large, their experiences die with them.  

It is important to note that the standards of evidence also change over time. Shermer calls 
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such changes "paradigmatic shifts."  To expand on Shermer’s conception of paradigm, for the 

purposes of the present study, a paradigm is defined as a dominant model, theory or perspective 

held to be most defensible by a majority of scholars within a field of study. These modes of 

explanation serve the purpose of building a body of knowledge about the past and the present 

that is open to what Hacking (1982) calls the possibility of “truth or falsity”. Dominant 

paradigms exist parallel to minority paradigms; certain minority positions may gather data and 

present evidence, gain momentum and garner increasing support in order to supplant the 

dominant paradigm over time. Thus, by and large, paradigm shift is a cyclical process that builds 

a body of knowledge by supplanting good explanations with better ones as new evidence or 

improved analyses are introduced to a field. Such may be the case with the present study. Of the 

literature I can locate, histories of outlaw motorcycle clubs do not include the evolution of the 

motorcycle and its diffusion across the United States. Likewise, these histories do not include the 

phenomenon of organizing around the sport of motorcycling. Both topics are important 

antecedents to the formation of outlaw motorcycle clubs. This study will extend current 

knowledge by reaching into the past more than 45 years farther than do any of the histories 

currently available. 

 

Getting the Story Crooked 

 

This section addresses an issue of interpretation, and presents what Kellner (1989) 

perceives as a major problem in the area of historical communication research: reading texts. 

Kellner (1989) suggests rather strongly that scholars of history are taught to read texts as 

though they were holding an artifact recently uncovered from an archaeological excavation, and 

all a scholar need do is tell us what they see. Kellner challenges this philosophy and method, and 

Barzun and Graff agree that such an approach is not feasible. According to Barzun and Graff 

(1992), no piece of evidence may be used in the state in which it is found (p. 156). Historical 

researchers must bring to bear their interpretations and critical assessments of evidence. Where 

the archaeologist has some indication as to the authenticity of their artifacts, due to the fact that 

they were extracted from specific subterranean strata, historical scholars must “dig” a little 

deeper. Questions need answering: Is this evidence authentic? Is its message trustworthy? How 

do I know?  Kellner calls this the process of “getting the story crooked”—what he holds as the 
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proper manner in which to negotiate a text (in all the forms that the term “text” has come to be 

known in communication research).  

To get the story crooked is to understand that the “straightness” of any story is a 

rhetorical invention: a story told from a particular perspective, informed by specific training, told 

for a particular reason, to serve particular purposes. History is at best a reasoned report on the 

documented sources of the past (Kellner, 1989). The sources are discrete phenomena, as are the 

lives of the historians that wrote them, are reading them now, and who will read them in the 

future. Time, on the other hand, may be regarded as a quintessential continuous phenomenon in 

science.  

Issues of representation of these sources are also of primary concern to historical 

scholars. Kellner goes on to argue that rhetoric, representation, and reality cannot be separated 

from one another and that all three combine to form history. Kellner asserts that there is no story 

simply “out there” waiting to be tripped over by the near-sighted historian. Rather, history is at 

once “out there” and within oneself. There are scattered and varied bits of information which 

people gather, examine “crookedly,” and use to create meaning. To “see” history straight on, that 

is, to regard historical artifacts at face value, is to deny that there exists a lens overlaying the 

artifact. Imagine a piece of glass covering a picture in a frame. The choice of frame is obvious 

and it tells us a little about the person who framed the picture, but to look directly at the picture 

is to see through the glass as though it doesn’t exist. As we are aware, different thickness and 

shapes of glass can distort or enhance pictures, depending on whether the glass magnifies or 

reduces the image reflected through glass. Without taking a crooked view of the picture, holding 

it up at an angle to determine the amount of magnification or reduction that the glass contributes 

to our perception of the picture, we remain ignorant of the true size or impact of the picture. 

Perhaps the glass drastically magnifies an otherwise tiny picture; perhaps it reduces a larger 

picture to a conveniently viewable size? The ramifications for subjective, relative, and 

individualistic interpretations seem clear. Without gleaning some insight into the rhetorical tools 

(not to mention social, political, and temporal contexts) with which an author constructs 

meaning, it is difficult indeed to know whether the structure of which the history is made stands 

on any foundation at all. 
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Types of Evidence 

 

Barzun and Graff (1992) define primary data as information which comes directly from 

the original source, and secondary data as information which is reported by another, but receives 

its data from the original source. Barzun and Graff further distinguish between written and 

unwritten evidence, unwritten being generally represented as oral traditions. Written evidence 

manifests in various forms, and may be conveniently summarized according to the following 

categories: 1) Manuscript (unpublished) or Printed (published), 2) Private or Public, and 3) 

Intentional or Unpremeditated. This latter category most benefits this study: Intentional or 

Unpremeditated evidence. Intentional evidence is that information which an author intends to 

record so that future readers will benefit. Unpremeditated evidence (also called unconscious 

evidence) is that information which an author records for current or contemporaneous purposes. 

Examples of intentional evidence include memoirs, court decisions, etc. Examples of 

unpremeditated evidence include bills of sale, corporate financial records, state and federal laws, 

and so on.  

Barzun and Graff (1992) provide a useful framework with which to conceptualize 

evidence and interpret evidence as either intentional or unpremeditated. (See below.)  The 

authors acknowledge the fact that, depending on the context in which they were conceived, no 

clear boundaries may necessarily exist between the categories (pg. 157): 

 

  Records (intentional transmitters of fact) 

   Written:  

1) chronicles, annals, biographies, and genealogies;  

2) memoirs and diaries;  

3) certain kinds of inscriptions 

Oral:  

1) ballads, anecdotes, tales, and sagas;  

2) various types of recordings (e.g., tapes, discs, etc.) 

Works of Art:  

1) portraits, historical paintings, scenic sculptures, coins, and 

medals;  
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2) films, video tapes, digital video discs, etc. 

  Relics (unpremeditated transmitters of fact) 

1) human remains, letters, literature, public documents, business records, 

and certain kinds of inscriptions;  

2) language, customs, and institutions;  

3) tools and other artifacts 

 

The discussion above is important when considering the data collected for Chapter Four: 

A Brief History of Outlaw Motorcycle Clubs. Both organizational records and relics inform 

chapter four. For example, records obtained from the American Motorcyclist Club are 

instrumental in charting motorcycle organizations’ diffusion throughout America. Likewise, 

relics—primarily in the form of language, video footage, and clothing and artifacts—also serve 

as important forms of data.  

 

Ethnographic Methodology 

 

Born of cultural anthropology, ethnography is defined as an approach to field research 

that emphasizes providing a detailed description of a different culture from the viewpoint of 

members of that culture in order to facilitate an enhanced understanding of that culture (see 

Agar, 1986; Franke, 1983; Hammersley & Atkinson, 1983; Sanday, 1983; Geertz, 1973, 1979). 

Ethnographic research has at its core the search for cultural meanings behind empirical 

observations. A major advantage of ethnography is that it allows researchers to arrive at deeper 

understandings or "thicker descriptions" (e.g., Geertz, 1973); a major disadvantage is that it lacks 

the power to generalize or extrapolate beyond the particular group being studied. 

As Potter (1996) suggests, there exists a difference between methodology and method 

where the former subsumes the latter. The methodology of ethnography can be seen as a research 

perspective rather than simply a means (method) by which researchers are able to collect and 

analyze data. As stated above, ethnography is most appropriate for researchers interested in 

studying how “others” create culture, assign meaning to symbols, and communicate such 

meaning both intra- and interculturally  (Altheide, 1996). Data collection for the present study 

will be accomplished by using at least two methods under the umbrella of ethnography: 



 

 33

participant observation and personal interviews. 

 

Participant Observation 

 

Participant observation is defined as the process of gaining entrée to a culture or society 

such that the researcher is welcomed to share in the everyday lives of research participants.  

Beginning in the 1940s and culminating in the 1960s, the Chicago school of sociology developed 

participant observation to a point where three research foci emerged: 1) to study people in their 

natural settings; 2) to study people by directly interacting with them; and 3) to gain an 

understanding of a social world and make theoretical statements about the “other’s” perspective 

(Geertz, 1973). 

According to Jorgensen (1989), the method of participant observation is appropriate for 

nearly all aspects of cultural inquiry. While some humanistic researchers may resist the notion of 

delineating processes by which participant observation may be conducted, there seems to be 

general agreement that participant observation encompasses at least the following 

methodological concerns (Jorgensen, 1989, p.8):  

 

1) Meaning as created/defined by the “other”,  

2) Natural environment of the other’s everyday life,  

3) Gaining entrée to the culture/society,  

4) Forming and maintaining relationships,  

5) Cultivating informants,  

6) Participating in the lives of the other,  

7) Observing phenomena in the other’s life,  

8) Reasoning behind discovery and induction, and  

9) Interpretive theorizing. 

 

Participant observation is especially useful in gaining access to social phenomena that are little 

known or are otherwise shielded or hidden from the non-participants or outsiders of a culture or 

society (Jorgensen, 1989). Further, when researchers are interested in, among other issues, how 

others make meaning or create a sense of identity or culture, participant observation is most 
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appropriate because it provides information from the perspective of the other (Douglas, 1979).  

Participant observation is limited by a number of factors, including the probability that a 

researcher’s presence may change the reality of those studied (Becker, 1969). Other limitations 

to participant observation include the myriad variables that come to bear in the everyday lives of 

participants in any given situation at any time. Thus, it may well be the case that even the most 

exhaustively-explicated details behind a particular participant observation are not sufficient for 

other researchers to replicate specific findings.  

 

Quasi-Covert Participant Observation 

 

 In order to avoid some of the limitations discussed above, as well as for other reasons that 

will be explained shortly, I chose not to disclose to the entire organization the fact that I was 

conducting field research. The presence of a known researcher tends to change the behavior of 

those participating in field research and can therefore lead to invalid data and false research 

conclusions (Jorgensen, 1989; see also Roethlisberger & Dickson, 1939; Douglas, 1976; 

Douglas, Rasmussen, & Flanagan, 1977). Further, certain members of the organization are 

hypersensitive to those conducting lines of inquiry into their culture (Wolf, 1991; Watson, 1993). 

This hypersensitivity can be seen as a form of paranoia due to the fact that state and federal law 

enforcement agents conduct undercover sting operations in One Percent motorcycle clubs. While 

there is a difference between outlaw and one percent clubs, by and large outlaw motorcycle clubs 

have little to worry about in the way of covert infiltration efforts; such operations are extremely 

complex, involving significant funding and logistical issues, and as a result the prevalence of 

sting operations must be considered rare when compared with the approximately 500 outlaw 

motorcycle clubs believed to exist (Valentine, 1995). The rarity of infiltration operations 

notwithstanding, the distinct possibility remains that my access to the system would very likely 

terminate should certain research participants suspect that they were under any form of 

structured observation. But perhaps the most compelling justification for not disclosing my 

research to all participants comes from the leadership of the motorcycle club studied.  

The chapter president, along with the other chapter officers, advised against informing all 

members of the Club, due in part to the reasons cited above, but also due to an internal 

organizational problem. According to the Chapter president, the leadership felt it was important 
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for research to be conducted in organizations such as theirs, and for this research to be published. 

Their hope was that those who read the research would have a more complete understanding of 

what the organization is about, and that this understanding would displace negative stereotypes 

promulgated by the media and certain law enforcement and government agencies. However, the 

Motorcycle Club did not want its actual organizational name, nor the actual names of its 

members, published. Therefore, pseudonyms are used throughout this study. The pseudonym for 

the organization itself is the Forgotten Warriors Motorcycle Club.  

 In Participant Observation: A Methodology for Human Studies, Jorgensen (1989) asserts 

that researchers are under no necessary obligation to disclose their status to those whom they are 

studying (p. 28). However, Jorgensen reminds would-be participant observers that this does not 

free them from the responsibility of their actions as they might affect other human beings. It is 

important to reiterate here that I approached the leadership (chapter president, vice president, and 

secretary/treasurer) of the organization and disclosed to them the purpose and scope of this 

study. The Chapter leadership granted interim organizational approval until they attended the 

next Florida state motorcycle club meeting (January 2004), at which time they were to inform the 

state-level administration in order to avoid misunderstandings outside the chapter.  Due to an 

internal political struggle between chapters in Florida, the Tallahassee chapter was not able to 

bring the issue before the state and thus, on the advice of Echo Chapter leadership, I did not 

disclose my intentions to the entire organization. Hence, only three other participants (not 

including the leadership) were aware of the study. 

The internal political struggle involved two chapters vying for control of Florida state-

level leadership. Significant organizational power lay in the Tallahassee chapter (called Echo 

Chapter) for the last decade, and another prominent chapter sought to wrest control of the state. 

Echo Chapter leadership with whom I spoke wished not to raise the issue of a researcher 

mingling amongst them at this time. However, I had tacit permission to conduct my research, and 

those members who were aware of it wished not to disclose my research to the chapter for the 

reasons discussed above. These members felt that the organization, as well as the entire outlaw 

motorcycle club system, may benefit from the sharing—not shielding—of information. The only 

condition of this information sharing was that actual names would not be used. 
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Personal Interviews 

 

When conducting personal interviews researchers have at their disposal at least three 

types of interview techniques: unstructured, structured, and in-depth questioning. 

 Unstructured interviews (also referred to as informal interviews) take the form of casual 

conversations between researcher and research participant, but are conducted in a question-and-

answer format (Jorgensen, 1989). Unstructured interviews differ from casual conversations in 

that the researcher usually has an agenda for information discovery which guides the discussion. 

When researchers have disclosed their studies to participants, it is common for the researcher to 

actively record the conversation either through note-taking or an audio recording device. 

Structured interviews differ from unstructured interviews in that researchers generally use 

a standardized set of questions, usually contained in an interview schedule (a standardized 

questionnaire format). Using interview schedules allows researchers to ask specific questions 

reliably to a large number of (if not all) participants. As such, structured interviews are useful in 

producing highly uniform data sets (Jorgensen, 1989). 

In-depth interviews involve delving into topics such as a person’s life history in great 

detail, and may take several hours to conduct, or several sessions to complete (Douglas, 1976). 

In-depth interviews may use a combination of structured and unstructured questioning 

techniques. For example, a researcher may have an a priori list of issues to cover (possibly listed 

on an interview schedule), but during the course of discussion another interesting or possibly 

important issue may arise. Researchers should be comfortable with such serendipitous lines of 

discourse and be able to transition seamlessly into potentially insightful asides. In-depth 

interviews are especially valuable techniques for data collection when a researcher establishes a 

strong and trusting relationship with a research participant (Jorgensen, 1989).  

 

Role of an Ethnographer 

 

 The role of the ethnographer in researching subcultural or marginal segments of 

American society is analogous to that of the skilled nature photographer. Capturing insightful 

and telling photographs of natural phenomena is by no means a simple task; it takes a skilled 

photographer to select just the right lens for a particular photograph to be revealing, meaningful. 
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Further, the photographer must be cognizant of how the ambient light will affect the picture. 

Further still, if the object of the photograph is prone to sudden movement, the photographer must 

be prepared to react quickly. It seems plausible that the ethnographer’s role is very much akin to 

the photographer's: a handler of an interpretive, dynamic lens through which others may come to 

know about other people with whom they will most likely never interact. 

 Shedding the analogous cloak from above and speaking plainly about the role of a 

researcher in the context of an outlaw motorcycle club, it seems that Harris (1976) might suggest 

that one role, or goal, of an ethnographer is to learn to distinguish the “emic” from the “etic”. To 

be able to explicate the manner in which the two interrelate or contrast in order to articulate a 

holistic understanding of the culture. Of course, another goal of an ethnographer is to document 

empirical aspects of a culture as well (e.g., demographics, types of housing, number and types of 

animals used, etc.)  Harris, from a cultural materialist perspective, operationally defines emic as: 

referring to the presence of an actual or potential interactive context in which ethnographer and 

informant meet and carry on a discussion about a particular domain. This interaction is 

considered productive to the extent that the ethnographer discovers a reality from the perspective 

of the other--in this instance also the informant. Goodenough (1970) puts it more plainly by 

stating that emics is “The method of finding where something makes a difference for one’s 

informants” (pg. 144).  

From an etic perspective, Harris (1976) states that information received from an 

informant is deemed insightful only to the extent that “principles of organization or structure that 

exist outside of the minds of the actors have been discovered” (p. 331). These discoveries may in 

fact run counter to what an actor might relate to an ethnographer. Such contradiction speaks 

directly to Turner’s (1969) suggestion that researchers should be on the lookout for discrepancies 

between what actors say a symbol means and how the actors actually use it. It does not 

necessarily follow that when such discrepancies exist the actors are purposely or consciously 

trying to deceive the ethnographer; the meaning behind the discrepancy may dwell in the etic 

realm of knowing and thus is “unknowable” to the actor. 

Harris insists that ethnographers must distinguish between two fundamental and distinct 

sociocultural phenomena: events and relationships (1976). In order to make this distinction, it is 

important to distinguish between what Harris (see also Barker, 1963) refers to as the “behavioral 

stream,” which may be simply defined as what people do, and what I will call the 
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“cognitive/affective stream” which is what people think and/or feel. The behavioral stream may 

be explored empirically; an ethnographer may record observations, which, of course, are limited 

to his/her perspective and training. The cognitive/affective stream may be explored only by 

establishing lines of discourse with members of a culture enabling an ethnographer to begin to 

understand the culture from the perspective of the actor, or “other.”  It seems clear that these two 

streams dovetail with the etic and emic, respectively.   

Data analyzed by systematic observation and contemplation of the behavioral stream 

culminate in the formulation of tentative explanations and hypotheses which must be tested 

against three levels of meaning, which I borrow from Turner (1967) for an analytic-interpretive 

framework: 1) the exegetical level, or the level of indigenous understanding; 2) the operational 

level, or how the members actually use the symbol (contrasted with what they say it means); and 

3) the positional level, which analyzes symbols in the context of other symbols. Put in simpler 

terms, the first level of analysis will be related directly from the perspective of the research 

participants (the emic). To the degree possible, I will relate this information as though it comes 

directly from the participants. Thus, it will be presented in the vernacular. The second level of 

analysis, the operational level, will be my observations of how the participants actually use 

organizational symbols (the etic). As Beidelman (1980) suggests, I will pay particular attention 

to any apparent incongruities between prescribed meaning (research participant perspective) and 

functional meaning (the empirical perspective). The operational level is the ideal level at which it 

is possible to contrast the ideal and orderly with a reality that may be disorderly and ambiguous 

(Beidelman, 1980, p. 34). Perhaps Wittgenstein (1969) puts it best, “Our talk gets its meaning 

from the rest of our [actions]” (p. 233).  

Finally, an interpretation of exegetical and operational data will be presented in the 

context of the outlaw motorcycle club system as a whole. Organization-specific symbols will be 

examined as research participants interrelate with other organizations in the system. To analyze 

incomplete data, to report what seems to be the actuality of symbolic meaning before attaining a 

positional—or global—level of comprehension, is to commit the fallacy of misinterpreting the 

performance as the ideal. Perhaps Malinowski (1922) would agree that one must take careful 

steps toward allowing one’s preliminary data the opportunity to fail. Ethnographers must weigh 

the value of the “ideal” as reported by actors against the evidence of their actions. It is at this 

global level of analysis that an understanding may be possible of how symbols are used to create 
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identity and allow members and organizations to interrelate. 

 

Gaining Entrée to the Outlaw Motorcycle Club System 

 

Due to the fact that I am a member of the Forgotten Warriors Motorcycle Club, I have 

virtually unlimited access to organizational functions. While the primary focus of the present 

study was Echo Chapter, a Tallahassee-based chapter, there were of course encounters with other 

members of the motorcycle Club from around the nation.  

 There is at least one significant advantage of my being a member of the motorcycle Club: 

an enhanced ability to recognize lies, exaggerations, and intentional and unintentional deceptions 

(Douglas, 1976), all of which pose serious problems for participant observation research 

(Jorgensen, 1989). Conversely, some disadvantages to membership include the possibility of 

missing subtle details that exist in the everyday lives of the participants simply because I, too, 

“live” in a similar fashion. For example, there may have been important nonverbal 

communicative behaviors displayed when around non-members, non-motorcyclists, women, 

other motorcycle club members, etc. Such behaviors may not have been noted simply because I 

am engaging in them at the time. Some behaviors may have become so ingrained that I did not 

register them consciously.   

 

Data Collection 

 

Units of Analysis 

 

The units of analysis for the present study are clothing and artifacts that represent 

symbols (Turner, 1967) in the Forgotten Warriors Motorcycle Club. These symbols, which are 

earned by a novice as he progresses through the various phases of association and membership 

with the Club, represent symbolic markers of socialization into the organization. Defined 

globally, the principal unit of analysis for the present study is motorcycle club “colors.”  

For the purposes of this study, motorcycle club colors are defined as organization-

specific symbols sewn, stenciled, or otherwise affixed to a leather vest, “cut-off” (jeans jacket 

with the sleeves removed), or other garment (e.g., t-shirt, sweatshirt, jacket, etc.) which provide 
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the name of the motorcycle club, the primary logo(s) of the club, any geographic area of 

operation that the club may claim, and occasionally information about the individual wearer. 

Motorcycle club colors can be subdivided into three discrete units of analysis: 1) symbols sewn 

or otherwise affixed to the back of a member’s vest, 2) symbols sewn or otherwise affixed to the 

front of a member’s vest, and 3) symbols sewn or otherwise affixed to the interior of a member’s 

vest. 

Due to the observation that motorcycle club colors represent a significant and dominant 

array of symbols by which outlaw motorcycle clubs are known to members of their system (other 

clubs and bikers) as well as to those outside their system (law enforcement agencies, government 

officials, etc.), the primary focus of the present study centers on what outlaw bikers refer to as 

the “back-patch” of club colors: the symbols that adorn the back of the vest or other garments. 

Secondary to the symbols found on the back-patch are those symbols affixed to the front of the 

vests. It is important to distinguish between symbols on the front of a vest and those on the back 

because the back-patch is organizationally-defined space and deviations from the organizational 

pattern are not permitted. The front of a member’s vest is generally personally-defined space. 

Those symbols placed on the front of a member’s vest are to a large degree chosen by the wearer 

and represent insight into a personal philosophy. Finally, the third unit of analysis is symbols 

placed on the interior or inside of an outlaw motorcycle club member’s vest. Symbols sewn or 

otherwise affixed to the inner lapels of the garment are considered highly personal or intimate.   

 

Data Collection Settings  

 

Echo Chapter is located in the north Florida panhandle. Originally based in Panama City, 

Florida, the locus of control for the chapter has since moved to Tallahassee, Florida, some 90 

miles to the northeast. The chapter’s geographic dispersion ranges from just east of the 

Tallahassee city limits to as far west as Niceville, Florida, as far north as the Florida/Alabama 

state line, and as far south as Panacea, Florida. Data were collected primarily in Tallahassee, 

Florida during Club functions.  

Members of the Club regularly participated in two types of organizational activities: 

social functions and official functions. Social functions were friendly gatherings of bikers and 

Club members for the purpose of social interaction. Official meetings are closed to anyone 
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except full Club members. 

 Official functions are defined as mandatory organizational functions required according 

to Club bylaws. Official functions include local, state, regional, and national motorcycle club 

meetings. Local meetings were held monthly and usually took place at a member’s house or a 

veteran-oriented meeting hall such as the American Veterans (AMVETS) or American Legion. 

State and regional meetings were held quarterly, with different states hosting regional meetings 

on a rotating basis. National meetings were held biannually and usually rotate in location from 

the east to the west coasts.  

 Social functions are defined as any informal gathering of organizational members for the 

purposes of rest and relaxation (camping, riding motorcycles, working on project motorcycles, 

etc.), sponsoring charity motorcycle drives, or attending intimate parties at members’ homes. In 

short, social functions were activities in which members were not required to participate, but 

they did so in order to reinforce social bonds. Local chapters throughout Florida host state 

official organizational functions; the actual location of such meetings was not disclosed until one 

week prior to the date of the meeting. State meetings that I have attended in the past have taken 

place in Miami, Tampa, Port St. Lucy, Jacksonville, Orlando, Crystal River, Panama City, 

Pensacola, Orlando, Tallahassee, Pensacola, and Daytona Beach. Regional functions were hosted 

by individual states within each region, and specifically by a local chapter within a particular 

state. The Tallahassee-based chapter belongs to the Southeast Region of the Forgotten Warriors 

Motorcycle Club, which encompasses Florida, Georgia, Alabama, Mississippi, Tennessee, North 

Carolina, South Carolina, and Puerto Rico. In the past I have attended regional meetings in each 

of these states. To my knowledge a meeting has yet to take place in the territory of Puerto Rico. 

 

Research Participants 

 

The research participants for this project were 28 members of the Forgotten Warriors 

Motorcycle Club. In order to make clear distinctions between members of the local chapter, 

members of the entire Forgotten Warriors Motorcycle Club, and members of outlaw motorcycle 

clubs in general, the present study will refer as follows:  I will refer to “Echo Chapter” when 

addressing only members of the local chapter. “Club” will make reference to members of the 

entire Forgotten Warriors Motorcycle Club. Finally, “club,” “clubs,” “motorcycle club,” or 
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“motorcycle clubs” will be used to generalize to all outlaw motorcycle clubs observed during the 

present study. 

Three research participants served as informants for the present study. Their names have 

been changed in order to protect their identity to a degree; however, they have consented to my 

describing their physical attributes and occupations in this study. For the purposes of this study, 

their names are Red, Bear, and Tex. Red is Echo Chapter president, Bear is a chapter Sergeant-

at-Arms (SA), and Tex is the Regional President. Red, boasting fifteen years of membership with 

the Club, is a 100% disabled Vietnam veteran, and thus does not work. Bear has been with the 

Club for five years and earns a living as a journeyman electrician. Tex has been with the club for 

more than ten years and is a computer engineer.  

The Club is a veteran-oriented organization that boasts a nearly 100% veteran 

membership. There is only one non-vet member of this organization who joined during the early 

years of the club’s formation; however, this member’s father was a combat veteran during the 

Vietnam Conflict. Club bylaws now strictly limit the membership to veterans.  

 The Club began in 1980 with five members and has since grown to an estimated 800 to 

1,200 members. This admittedly loose approximation is based on anecdotal evidence collected 

over the course of my membership with the Club. Such evidence consists of journal entries, in 

which are recorded members’ names, states and chapter information.  It is difficult to establish 

empirically the exact number of members due to the fact that nearly all members guard such 

information jealously. Indeed, pressing for such specific information, even by a full member, is 

strongly discouraged by the Club. The organization simply does not want anyone to know how 

many members it has. 

 

Demographics 

 

The 28 research participants represent a homogenous ethnic group, with approximately 

96% Caucasians (n=27), and with little variation from European familial lines. The single 

minority research participant is Hispanic, and was born in Puerto Rico.  

Each member is an experienced motorcyclist and rides a Harley-Davidson motorcycle. 

Members are generally older men, ranging in age from 34 to 72 years, with a mean age of 49 

years (median/mode = 51 years). While the participants are generally older, on the whole they 
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have not been with the organization a long time.  Organizational longevity ranges from 1 to 19 

years, with a mean of 7.07 years (median = 5 years/mode = 4 years). All participants have earned 

a high school education, either with a diploma or GED, and four members (14.3%) have 

completed at least two years of college. Two (7.1%) have earned Bachelor’s degrees, and three 

(10.7%) have earned Graduate degrees. All members are employed. Participants’ occupations 

include construction worker, licensed electrician, computer engineer, computer technician, 

attorney, active duty military, and business owner. The participants’ household annual income 

ranges from $18,000 to $100,000, with a mean of $60,000 (median = $55,000/mode = $75,000). 

Over 60 percent of the members were married at the time of the study (60.7%, n=17), nearly 29 

percent were divorced (28.6%, n=8), and nearing 11 percent were single (10.7%, n=3).  

The organization of interest to the present study was originally structured around in-

country, Vietnam Conflict combat veterans, and still defines itself according to military service. 

Thus it is appropriate to conclude this section with a breakdown of the research participants 

according to their veteran status (for additional detail on these categories, please see chapter 5, 

page 153): 

Research participants’ veteran status 

1) In-country, Vietnam combat veterans (1958-1975): 12 

2) In-country, Vietnam veterans (1958-1975):     2 

3) Vietnam era veterans, combat duty (1958-1975):    0 

4) Vietnam era veterans, non-combat duty (1958-1975):    3 

5) Younger combat veterans (1976-present):   10 

6) Younger non-combat veterans (1976-present):     1   

7) Total:       28 

            

 Research participants’ specialized military training 

 1) Navy SEALS:       2 

 2) Army Delta Force:       1 

 3) Army Special Forces (i.e. “Green Berets”):   1 

 4) Marine Force Recon:      4 

 5) Army Rangers:       3 

 6) Air Force Pararescue/Combat Controllers:    1 
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 7) Army Airborne:       3 
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CHAPTER 4 

 

 

A BRIEF HISTORY OF OUTLAW MOTORCYCLE CLUBS 

 

 

The few histories of outlaw motorcycle organizations date the origins of such clubs to 

around 1947 and tend to oversimplify the issues of why these clubs formed and who actually 

joined them. Histories such as these are built on foundations of weak evidence, rendering 

inconsequential the origins of the system and relegating members of early organizations to the 

marginal status of “malcontents on the edge of society, and other antisocial types who just 

wanted to raise hell” (Valentine, 1995, p. 147). This chapter extends current research by reaching 

back nearly half a century before 1947 to link the dawn of motorcycle organizations with the 

present reality of outlaw motorcycle clubs. The overarching goal of the chapter is to offer a more 

comprehensive history, an evolutionary history that may allow for a better understanding of the 

contemporary motorcycle system. Finally, this chapter is very broad in nature, reaching out over 

time and across the entire motorcycle club system, but it is important to the present study in that 

doing so contributes to a better understanding of how media coverage and government and law 

enforcement portrayal have shaped the motorcycle club system over time. 

What follows is a taxonomy of social and historical factors affecting group formation of 

motorcycle clubs according to the following temporal classification:  

1. Preformative period: 1901-1944, the genesis of social organization around 

motorcycling  

2. Formative period: 1945-1957, social and historical events of the post-World 

War II era coalesced in the formation of outlaw motorcycle clubs, and  

3. Transformative period: 1958-present.  

Underpinning the primary and secondary historical data cited in this essay are in-depth 

interviews with and personal histories of long-time members of outlaw motorcycle clubs, both 

one-percent and non-one-percent organizations. This ethnographic study, conducted by the 

author, took place primarily in the southeastern United States (e.g., Florida, Georgia, Mississippi, 

Alabama, Louisiana, North Carolina, South Carolina, Tennessee, Kentucky, and West Virginia) 



 

 46

from June 2000 through May 2004, but extensive participant observations took place in Texas, 

New York, Indiana, Ohio, Arkansas, Utah, Arizona, and California while attending regional and 

national motorcycle club gatherings.  

Finally, a point of clarification is in order. For the purposes of this essay the term outlaw 

is used to describe motorcycling organizations that are not affiliated with the American 

Motorcyclist Association (AMA), and the name of a specific motorcycling organization (i.e. the 

Outlaws Motorcycle Club). It is important to note that for the purposes of this essay the term 

outlaw does not, in and of itself, refer to the breaking of law. However, when used in the context 

of describing “one-percent” motorcycle clubs, which are defined in detail below, the term takes 

on a more ominous tone. It is not my intention to suggest that the term outlaw is synonymous 

with illegal endeavor; rather, I wish to outline important differences and commonalities between 

one-percent and outlaw motorcycle clubs. It is also prudent to note that an earlier version of this 

chapter was published in The International Journal of Motorcycle Studies (see Dulaney, 2005). 

 

Preformative Period: 1901-1944 

 

Motorcycling, something of a Darwinian variation in the evolution of bicycling, 

originates with the widespread diffusion of motorized transportation in the United States. The 

late 1800s and early 1900s saw an international bicycle diffusion bonanza. These relatively 

cheap vehicles were marketed for a wide variety of uses, such as business delivery vehicles and 

leisure activities, as well as being a prime answer to inner-city mass transportation problems. 

While bicycle companies had been experimenting with motorized versions of their cycles since 

at least as early as 1894, the first large-scale introduction of what was to become the motorcycle 

was introduced to the American public via bicycle racing after the turn of the twentieth century 

(Sucher, 1977). In fact, well into the 1920s bicycle racing was America’s most popular and well-

attended sport, with races drawing more spectators than any other professional sport including 

baseball (Nye, 1989). In Europe, velodromes housed indoor wooden board tracks where world 

championships were held as early as 1893 and the first Tour de France was run in 1903 (Perry, 

1995). American bicycle racing was championed by bike manufacturers such as George Hendee, 

a former bicycle-racing champion, who staged events throughout New England and other areas 

(Sucher, 1977).  
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In the early 1900s bicycle design and manufacture, as well as athletes’ physical abilities, 

had reached a point where aerodynamics were a major factor in bicycle racing (Page, 1920). So it 

was that tandem (two-person) bicycles were fitted with French DeDion-Buton single-cylinder, 

air-cooled internal combustion engines in order to propel the cycles at regulated speeds just 

ahead of the racers. These pacers, as they were called, provided the means by which racers were 

able to draft  as the motorbike split the wind and created a small vacuum just behind the pace 

vehicle (Nye, 1989; Sucher, 1977). The pacers were rather complicated to operate and required 

two people to run: the front rider was a pilot who steered the vehicle and the rear rider was an 

engineer who constantly adjusted the flow of fuel to the primitive carburetor in order to maintain 

a constant speed. The engines used in powering the pacers were inherently unreliable and often 

broke down during races, largely due to the inadequate fuel delivery of the French carburetors. 

This, of course, was a serious cause for concern as it was frustrating for both paying spectators 

and for the athletes whose performance was hindered,  not to mention embarrassing for race 

promoters such as Hendee. An answer to the frustrating reliability problems came from a small-

time machinist and self-taught bicycle designer/fabricator named Oscar Hedstrom. Hedstrom 

began modifying single-cylinder engines and carburetors used in pacers and soon earned a 

reputation for producing reliable cycles. Hendee partnered with Hedstrom and the two staged 

successful, relatively uninterrupted bicycle races throughout the New England area.  

The Hendee/Hedstrom relationship soon evolved into a professional association that 

culminated in the production of what can be seen as America’s first reliable, mass-produced 

motorcycles. Thus, the Preformative period of outlaw motorcycle clubs begins in 1901 when 

Hendee and Hedstrom founded the Indian Motocycle (sic) Company and began selling motorized 

bicycles to the general public. The Harley-Davidson Motor Company was formed two years 

later. Trailing just behind the rear wheel of American motorcycle diffusion was the formation of 

motorcycling associations and clubs. One of the earliest known clubs was the New York 

Motorcycle Club that, in partnership with the Alpha Motorcycle Club of Brooklyn, formed the 

Federation of American Motorcyclists (FAM) in 1903 (AMA). FAM focused on improving the 

driving conditions under which motorcyclists operated their machines. In fact, Article I, section 2 

of the FAM constitution read:  

 

[The Federation’s] objects shall be to encourage the use of motorcycles and to 



 

 48

promote the general interests of motorcycling; to ascertain, defend and protect the 

rights of motorcyclists; to facilitate touring; to assist in the good roads movement; 

and to advise and assist in the regulation of motorcycle racing and other competition 

in which motorcycles engage. (AMA, 2005)   

 

Other motorcycle companies such as Excelsior, Henderson, Ace, and Pope enjoyed great sales 

success in the American motorcycle market from the early 1900s through the late 1920s. 

Motorcycles, originally little more than motorized bicycles, were initially relatively 

affordable vehicles for most Americans, especially when compared with the astronomical costs 

of pre-Ford automobiles. Vast improvements in engine and carburetor design, along with the 

development of multi-speed transmissions, lighting systems, mechanical drum/leading-link 

braking systems, frame, and suspension designs very quickly ushered in an era that saw 

motorcycles as much more sophisticated and better-performing machines that were beginning to 

carry a hefty price tag as well. Just over two decades into the twentieth century, motorcycles 

could no longer be considered particularly affordable modes of transportation for the average 

American consumer. By the mid-1920s the cost of a small Harley or Indian was around $275, a 

full size or big-twin model was roughly $375, and the price of a Model T Ford was only $545 

(Cuff, 2004). Motorcycle manufacturers of the time couldn’t know that careening down the 

backstretch of the 1920s was a stock market crash, the wreckage of which was to send 

manufacturers reeling worldwide. The Great Depression, which drafted effortlessly behind the 

crash of 1929, had a devastating effect on American motorcycle companies (Dregni, 2000); only 

two American marques survived the Great Depression: The Indian Motocycle Company and The 

Harley-Davidson Motor Company. 

Perhaps the first emergence of an enduring motorcycle club, one that still exists as of this 

writing, appeared in 1936. This group was called the McCook Outlaws, hailing from Cook 

County, Illinois, which encompasses the city of Chicago. The McCook Outlaws were later to 

become the Chicago Outlaws, now known as the Outlaws Motorcycle Club. According to a 26-

year member of the Outlaws Motorcycle Club, older members of his organization related to him 

that they congregated for the purposes of long distance touring—which was quite an adventure 

aboard a foot-operated clutch and hand-shifted motorcycle traveling largely on unpaved dirt 

roads—and racing, which included hill-climbing, flat quarter-mile dirt tracks, and oval wooden 
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board tracks. A secondary but enduring biker pastime was the massive consumption of alcohol 

and general good-natured debauchery. Organizational symbols of the McCook Outlaws were 

stenciled on the back of mechanics overalls, which consisted simply of the club’s name; leather 

vests and jackets, as well as club-specific logos and symbols were yet to make their debut. It is 

interesting to note that according to the Outlaws Motorcycle Club History website (Outlaws MC, 

2003), the club’s organizational logo (i.e., “Charlie,” a skull centered over two crossed pistons 

and connecting rods, similar to a Jolly Roger pirate’s flag) was heavily influenced by the attire 

worn by Marlon Brando’s character “Johnny” in the 1954 film The Wild One. 

An all-female motorcycle club called The Motormaids has maintained an American 

Motorcyclist Association club charter for more than 60 years (the AMA granted their charter in 

1940). While the Outlaws Motorcycle Club may arguably lay claim to a slightly longer lineage, 

they have experienced at least two organizational identity permutations during their tenure. The 

Motormaids, however, has maintained a singular identity and overall governing structure since 

their inception and thus may well be the oldest established motorcycle club in the world, older 

even than the world famous Hells Angels Motorcycle Club, which formed in 1947, who also 

maintain their original organizational identity (Barger, et al, 2000).  

The Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, which kick-started American involvement in World 

War II and the resultant compulsory military service of young American men, clamped the 

brakes down hard on the acceleration of motorcycle club diffusion across the country. However, 

the sound of Japanese bombs exploding in Pearl Harbor was to be anything but the death knell of 

motorcycle clubs. 

 

Formative Period: 1945-1947 

 

At the end of World War II young men returned from combat in droves. Many found the 

transition back to a peaceful civilian life a more monotonous chore than they could handle. Some 

combat vets were trained in riding motorcycles, specifically Harleys and Indians, while serving 

overseas. Other servicemen who weren’t officially trained in the operation of military 

motorcycles would simply commandeer motorcycles and ride them about for much needed relief 

from the stress of armed conflict. Some who didn’t have experience with motorcycles during the 

war did manage to work their way up to master-level partiers (Ciacchi, 2003; Reynolds, 2000). 
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Be they Army Air Corps flight crews, Seamen, Infantrymen, Airborne or Marines, the one 

constant thread that was sewn throughout their uniforms was the ubiquitous post-mission 

celebration. Many WWII veterans formed strong bonds with one another, relationships that 

transcended wartime, which likely began during basic training where men were forced into 

seemingly impossible and highly stressful situations in order to expedite the formation of an 

exceptionally high degree of interdependence. During actual combat, men became brothers-in-

arms through the horrific experiences of war. They witnessed members of their unit being killed 

and wounded, they themselves being wounded or killing enemy soldiers, as well as other 

atrocities of war (Ciacchi, 2003; Barger, et al, 2000; Reynolds, 2000).  

Upon their successful return from combat missions, marines, airmen, soldiers and sailors 

retired to the nearest drinking establishment in an attempt to drown the memories of battle with 

booze, to heal the scars of armed conflict with laughter, and to try and feel human again, if only 

for a short while. These men became brothers born of warfare, atrocity, and death, a kinship that 

runs deeper than blood relations. It is also important to consider the ages of these men: the 

average age of WWII servicemen was only 26 (Kolb, 2003). Many returning combat vets 

reported feelings of restlessness and a general malaise (Kolb, 2003); their pre-war personalities 

had been forever changed. These men were likely experiencing varying degrees of Post 

Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), a psychological diagnosis that wasn’t officially recognized 

until 1980 (APA, 1980). The National Center for Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (NCPTSD) 

defines the disorder as: 

 

a psychiatric disorder that can occur following the experience or witnessing of life-

threatening events such as military combat, natural disasters, terrorist incidents, 

serious accidents, or violent personal assaults like rape. People who suffer from 

PTSD often relive the experience through nightmares and flashbacks, have difficulty 

sleeping, and feel detached or estranged, and these symptoms can be severe enough 

and last long enough to significantly impair the person's daily life. (NCPTSD, 2004)  

 

Researchers have found that for some combat veterans, relief from the effects of PTSD can be 

found by engaging in interpersonal and leisure activities such as those involved with 

motorcycling (Hill & Langholtz, 2003; Orford, 1999; Kanas, 2005; Ouimette, Humphreys, 
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Moos, Finney, Cronkite, & Federman, 2001). Thus, it seems logical that the horrors of war and 

the hell of combat may have melted down the pre-war personalities of these men only to recast 

them forever in a new form, a form that didn’t fit well with the post-World War II American 

culture.   

 It should come as no surprise that when these men returned stateside and resumed their 

jobs punching time clocks, dressing in suits, reporting to managers, swinging hammers, or 

repairing automobiles, that very soon they started searching for “leisure” activities that could get 

their blood pumping once again. Veterans, searching for relief from the residual effects of their 

wartime experiences, started seeking out one another just to be around kindred spirits and 

perhaps relive some of the better, wilder social aspects of their times during the war. Soon 

enough American motorcycles became part of the equation, largely due to the high level of 

performance and excitement the cycles offered a rider, as well as for the relatively antisocial 

characteristic of loud exhaust pipes and the large, imposing size of the bikes. Add to this a post-

war economic boom and a July 4th, 1947 Hollister, California incident as reported by Life 

magazine, and it seems that all the necessary ingredients, which were missing during the 

previous era, were now present and sufficient for a specific type of motorcycling organization to 

emerge.  

As stated above, only members of AMA chartered motorcycle clubs were permitted to 

race, and professional racing with its world-class competition was a prime factor in the formation 

and diffusion of motorcycle clubs. The AMA imposed strict rules on its members in the interests 

of racing safety as well as for public image, specifically, to promote an image of a family-

friendly and wholesome sport.  

An organizational rift within the AMA apparently occurred in reaction to media coverage 

of a minor incident in Hollister, California, on July 4th, 1947 (Hollister, 2005; Reynolds, 2000; 

Thompson, 1966). This particular Fourth of July weekend found members of various motorcycle 

clubs, including the Pissed Off Bastards of Bloomington (POBOB) and the Boozefighters 

Motorcycle Clubs, in attendance at an annual Gypsy Tour race held outside Hollister. Gypsy 

Tours were AMA-sanctioned racing events staged at various locations across America and, like 

modern-day NASCAR events, were considered to be the premier motorcycle racing events of the 

time (AMA, 2005). The exuberance of the racing event, fueled by a number of drunken non-

motorcycle club members, spilled over into the town of Hollister, where the bikers, motorcycle 
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club members as well as non members, raced their bikes through the streets of the small town 

and consumed massive amounts of beer, much to the delight of local merchants (Hollister, 2005). 

The ruckus did result in some minor storefront damage and at least one misdemeanor arrest for 

public indecency, but did not begin to approach the siege that Life magazine portrayed.  

Due largely to the paucity of surviving individuals able to serve as primary historical 

sources, a “true” account of what actually happened in Hollister that Fourth of July weekend has 

yet to be told, and most likely will never be. Most accounts of this infamous weekend (e.g., 

Valentine, 1995; Watson, 1993; Thompson, 1966) fail to include important contextual 

information such as the fact that Hollister had previously hosted a Gypsy Tour in 1936, and that 

Bolado Racetrack, located just outside town, regularly held hill climbing and other motorcycle 

races (Hollister, 2005; Reynolds, 2000). Indeed, historical accounts of the Hollister incident that 

fail to include the town’s long time relationship with racing and bikers read as though Hollister 

was the site of a terrible and unsuspected onslaught. As Tom Reynolds aptly notes, the allure of 

the myth is far more tantalizing than any facts waiting to be culled from primary sources. In fact, 

the town of Hollister went to great expense to host a 50th Anniversary biker rally in order to 

commemorate the event (Hollister, 2005).  

Authors and researchers who have written about the Hollister incident have in essence 

not captured or reported any truth about the July Fourth, 1947 Hollister incident, they have 

created a myth. The myth of the July Fourth, 1947 Hollister incident can be attributed to a single 

person. According to eye-witnesses, Barney Peterson, a photographer for the San Francisco 

Chronicle staged the now-infamous photograph of a drunken biker leaning precariously atop a 

Harley Davidson motorcycle surrounded with broken beer bottles, holding a beer in each hand 

with club insignia prominently displayed for the camera’s—and thus, America’s—eye 

(Reynolds, 2000; Ciacchi, 2003). The San Francisco Chronicle was also guilty of engaging in 

hyperbole when reporting the affair. While the Chronicle story includes the facts that bikers were 

racing up and down the streets of Hollister, as well as riding their bikes through restaurants and 

bars, words such as “terrorism” and “pandemonium” were used to exaggerate the event, and the 

women accompanying the bikers were portrayed as less than wholesome young ladies 

(Reynolds, 2000). It is important to note here that the Chronicle article did not include any 

photos from Hollister. All in all, the Chronicle article did little to stir up citizens of the region; 

this, at a time when local labor strikes were resulting in deaths, simply wasn’t news. A major 
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American periodical picked up the Hollister story and Barney Peterson’s staged photograph of 

the drunken biker appeared in the July 21, 1947 edition of Life magazine under the title 

“Cyclist’s Holiday: He and Friends Terrorize Town”. The Life article claimed that four thousand 

members of a motorcycle club were responsible for the melee, an immoderate exaggeration. 

According to most estimates there is yet to exist a motorcycle club able to boast anywhere near 

half this number (Southeast Gang Activities Group, 2005).  

The article, a mere 115 words placed beneath the gargantuan image of an apparently 

drunken motorcyclist teetering atop a bobbed-and-beer-bottle-festooned Harley-Davison 

Knucklehead, was published in a recurring section of the magazine titled “THE WEEK”S 

EVENTS”. This section of Life magazine, which highlighted events from around the nation and 

the world, relied heavily on visual images rather than text to “tell the stories,” as each article in 

the series employs massive graphic images and little explanatory text. The Life story caused 

something of a tumult around the country (Yates, 1999), and some authors have asserted that the 

AMA subsequently released a press statement disclaiming involvement in the Hollister event, 

stating that 99% of motorcyclists are good, decent, law-abiding citizens, and that the AMA’s 

ranks of motorcycle clubs were not involved in the debacle (e.g., Reynolds, 2000; Thompson, 

1966). However, the American Motorcyclist Association has no record of ever releasing such a 

statement. Tom Lindsay, the AMA’s Public Information Director, states  

 

We [the American Motorcyclist Association] acknowledge that the term ‘one-

percenter’ has long been (and likely will continue to be) attributed to the American 

Motorcyclist Association, but we've been unable to attribute its original use to an 

AMA official or published statement -- so it's apocryphal. (Lindsay, 2005) 

 

The Life article did elicit written responses from at least three individuals, one of whom 

was Paul Brokaw, a prominent editor of a leading cycling periodical, Motorcyclist. Brokaw 

chastised Life for its less than authentic portrayal of the Hollister event. It seems prudent to 

provide Brokaw’s entire August 11, 1947 letter to the editors of Life:  

 

Sirs: 

Words are difficult to express my shock in discovering that motorcyclist 
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picture [see Life July 21, 1947: 31]. It was very obviously arranged and posed by an 

enterprising and unscrupulous photographer. 

We regretfully acknowledge that there was disorder in Hollister—not the acts 

of 4,000 motorcyclists, but rather of a small percentage of that number, aided by a 

much larger group of non-motorcycling hell-raisers and mercenary-minded 

barkeepers. We in no manner defend the culprits—in fact drastic action is under way 

to avoid recurrences of such antics. 

You have, however, in presentation of this obnoxious picture, seared a pitiful 

brand on the character of tens of thousands of innocent, clean-cut, respectable, law-

abiding young men and women who are the true representatives of an admirable 

sport. 

Paul Brokaw 

Editor, Motorcyclist 

Los Angeles, Calf. (sic) 

 

In the letter above, Brokaw indicates clearly that he and some unnamed others are 

addressing what happened in Hollister. It is important to note that Brokaw does not state who 

those others may be, nor does he claim that he is speaking for the AMA. Interestingly, Brokaw 

declares that any wrongdoing at Hollister was not the work of 4,000 motorcyclists, “but rather a 

small percentage of that number”. It seems logical, in the absence of any documented statement 

released by the AMA, that this comment may be the origins of the term “one percent”., Another 

letter published in the same edition of Life, written by Charles A. Addams, speciously defines 

half of the Hollister motorcyclist population as members of the AMA. According to Addams,  

 

The four thousand [motorcyclists] in attendance were not members of one club but 

were probably composed of 50% American Motorcycle Association members and 

50% mere motorcyclists out for a three-day holiday. About 500 [motorcyclists] made 

the event the debacle it was… 

 

The third and final letter published in the July 21st, 1947 edition of Life was submitted by Keenan 

Wynn of Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer Pictures and was apparently written in an attempt to underscore 
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the actuality that the Hollister events were not consistent with his experience and that of other 

motorcyclists enjoying significant contemporary celebrity (e.g., Clark Gable, Larry Parks, 

Randolph Scott, Ward Bond, Andy Devine, and Bob Stack). When combined, the Addams and 

Brokaw letters may explain why many believe that the AMA released a statement in response to 

the Life article. The Addams letter establishes the possibility of a considerable AMA Hollister 

presence, and Brokaw seems to be speaking for a motorcycling organization whose reputation 

has been marred by Life’s portrayal. It therefore seems logical to conclude that these two letters 

to the editor represent the origin of the “AMA Hollister condemnation” myth. Brokaw’s 

comments in his letter to the editor were not offered explicitly on behalf of the AMA, but over 

time people may have interpreted his comments as such a statement. Over time, the misquoting 

of Brokaw and the staged photograph that appeared in Life magazine have reinforced the 

Hollister myth.  

While mainstream motorcyclists and motorcycling organizations were attempting to 

distance themselves from the myth of Hollister, clubs such as the Boozefighters were basking in 

it. So it was that the birth of outlaw motorcycle clubs was the result of a siege that never took 

place and the expatriation from an organization to which they never belonged, and not much 

notice was taken outside the biker system (Reynolds, 2000). 

 

Transformative Period: 1948-present 

 

During the period between 1948 and the early 1960s, motorcycle clubs spread out from 

California with new outlaw (i.e. non-AMA affiliated) motorcycling organizations establishing 

chapters across the United States. Outlaw clubs such as the Sons of Silence Motorcycle Club 

began in the mid-West, the Bandidos Motorcycle Club in Texas, the Pagans Motorcycle Club in 

Pennsylvania; and there were others. Early in this period, certain members of the Pissed Off 

Bastards of Bloomington split from their club and formed the first charter of the Hells Angels 

Motorcycle Club (HAMC). Also during this period, the Boozefighters, one of the original outlaw 

motorcycle clubs, began a rapid decline in the number of members and eventually disbanded. 

The American-Vietnam Conflict era (1958-1975) can be seen as the most recent period during 

which significant and pervading social factors affected group formation of outlaw motorcycle 

clubs. Just as after the Second World War returning veterans seemed to flock to motorcycle 
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clubs. Returning American-Vietnam Conflict veterans interviewed during my field research feel 

that all too often they became targets against whom many Americans lashed out. Indeed, for 

many in this country and others (e.g., Australia) the war and the atrocities being committed in the 

name of America and against Americans in Southeast Asia was unconscionable (Pigot, 2000). 

Vietnam veterans reported being labeled “baby killers”; some were spat upon in airports, beaten 

at demonstrations, and refused gainful employment, all after “doing their duty” for their country 

(Vietnam Vets Motorcycle Club, 2005; Barger, et al, 2000; Pigot, 2000).  

Among other experiences, returning veterans brought back from the jungles of Southeast 

Asia journeymen’s knowledge of and experience with illegal drugs, which, given a relatively 

widespread American drug culture in the 1960s, went largely unnoticed or unrecognized by the 

mainstream citizenry. Whereas WWII servicemen were on average 26 years old, the average age 

of Vietnam servicemen was only 19 (Beckman, Crawford, & Feldman, 1998). Teenagers barely 

out of puberty were now experiencing one of the bloodiest armed conflicts in American history. 

As before, these men would be forever changed by their combat experience, their innocence 

scorched from their being, their pre-war personalities reduced to little more than charred remains 

to be swept under the carpet, so to speak, by a nation eager to put the experience quickly behind 

it (Pigot, 2000; Barger, et al, 2000; Beckman, Crawford, & Feldman, 1998).  

It is during this era that the notorious “one percenters” emerged from the outlaw biker 

system on a national scale. The dominant motorcycle clubs of the time took the secession a step 

further and turned the alleged AMA declaration back on itself, claiming the remaining 1% as a 

badge of honor and forming themselves into a loose association of truly outlaw motorcycle clubs 

known as One Percenters (Barger, et al; 2000; Pigot, 2000). The original one percenters agreed 

on a diamond-shaped symbol to denote their marginal-but-exclusive social status, and agreed to 

establish geographic boundaries—primarily in California—in which each motorcycle club would 

operate independently. Although this loose association had been around for some time before the 

American-Vietnam Conflict, the one percenters were not to make the national media scene until 

the mid-1960s (Posnansky, 1988; Reynolds, 2000; Seate, 2000; and Thompson, 1966). 

A significant point in the evolution of one percenters was evident in California during the 

summer of 1964. At this time two members of the Oakland Hells Angels Motorcycle Club 

attending a club rally were arrested and charged with raping two women in Monterey, California. 

The charges were dropped due to lack of evidence and the two Hells Angels were released, but it 
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seems that the media coverage of the incident caught the attention of certain California state 

government officials. California State Senator Fred Farr demanded an immediate investigation 

into “outlaw motorcycle clubs” and two weeks later California State Attorney General Thomas 

C. Lynch launched a statewide law enforcement information gathering initiative (Syder, 2002). 

The year following the Monterey incident, Attorney General Lynch released to the public the 

internal report, which was prepared ostensibly for the purpose of outlining activities of California 

motorcycle clubs such as the Hells Angels. The Lynch Report, as it has come to be known, can 

be seen as the first large-scale bureaucratic attempt to portray motorcycle clubs as a clear and 

present danger to local, state and ultimately international constituencies. The report consists of 

what can be interpreted as little more than law enforcement urban legends: unsubstantiated 

absurdities such as gang raping of innocent young women and the plundering of small California 

townships, all of which fall under the heading “Hoodlum Activities”. Investigators such as 

Hunter Thompson debunked the Lynch report as early as 1966. Thompson (1966) perhaps 

describes best the credibility of the Lynch report when he writes, "As a historical document, it 

read like a plot synopsis of Mickey Spillane's worst dreams" (524). The questionable social 

validity of the Lynch Report notwithstanding, “facts” from the report continue to find their way 

into government and law enforcement literature to this day (e.g., Southeast Gang Activities 

Group, 2005).  

News media were quick to pick up on the negative portrayal of the Hells Angels, and 

many notable periodicals began running stories with alarmingly biased titles. Perhaps Andrew 

Syder (2002) outlines best how the Lynch Report framed the dominant American culture’s 

conceptualization of motorcycle clubs. Syder traces citations of the report in mainstream 

American news media, noting that most media took the “condemnatory Lynch Report at face 

value, using it as their primary source of information” (p. 3). Most notable among publications 

citing the report are: 

The New York Times: “California Takes Steps to Curb Terrorism of Ruffian 

Cyclists,” 16 March 1965, 

The Los Angeles Times: “Hell's Angels Called Threat on Wheels,” 16 March 

1965, 

Time: “The Wilder Ones,” 26 March 1965, 

Newsweek: “The Wild Ones,” 29 March 1965, 
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The Nation: “Motorcycle Gangs: Losers and Outsiders,” 17 May 1965, 

The New York Times: “10,000 in Beach Riot in New Hampshire,” 20 June 1965, 

Life: “Come to the Riot,” 2 July 1965, 

Newsweek: “Bikies' Fun,” 5 July 1965, 

The Saturday Evening Post: “The Hell's Angels,” 20 November 1965. 

This media coverage had the effect of casting a pall that encompassed not only the 

charters of the Hells Angels MC, but the outlaw motorcycle club system as a whole. Hollywood 

moviemakers were quick to cash in on the disturbing image of outlaw motorcycle clubs. Wild 

Angels and Hells Angels on Wheels were released as early as 1967, each distorting further the 

reality of what it meant to be a member of an outlaw motorcycle club. (See Seate, 2000 for a 

detailed analysis of these and other biker-related films.)  It appears that certain members of the 

California state government were responsible for casting an unrealistic image of the outlaw 

motorcycle club system, that certain prominent news media were responsible for “validating” 

that distorted image, and that Hollywood has perpetuated that image over time (Syder, 2002; 

Seate, 2000). 

This is not to suggest that the Hells Angels MC was (or is) an innocent victim of negative 

government and news media coverage. To be sure, the Hells Angels have played their role well 

in the crafting of their image. For example, members of the Hells Angels MC seemed to enjoy 

media attention by allowing Hunter Thompson to associate with them, by gladly participating in 

the making of certain biker gang exploitation films (e.g., Hells Angels on Wheels and Hell’s 

Angels ’69), by calling in to local California radio broadcast talk shows. Further, the Oakland 

charter of the Hells Angels MC fanned the flames of media attention through antics such as 

attacking a group of anti-Vietnam War protestors in Berkeley. Perhaps all this was simply an 

attempt on the part of the Hells Angels MC to capitalize on hyperbole and set something of a 

renegade image in the eyes of the dominant culture. However, an incident in late 1969 served to 

solidify the outrageous image of the outlaw motorcycle club system–no matter how valid or 

invalid it may have been–in the eyes of American citizens. An HAMC member was charged with 

the murder of an 18-year-old named Meredith Hunter, who was stabbed to death at the December 

6, 1969 Rolling Stones “Gimme Shelter” concert at Altamont Speedway in Livermore, 

California.  

Details of the incident remain unclear: 1) the Hells Angels MC may or may not have been 



 

 59

employed as security for the Rolling Stones, and 2) the deceased, Meredith Hunter, may or may 

not have attacked a member of the Hells Angels MC, and 3) Hunter may or may not have 

intended to attack Mick Jagger rather than a Hells Angel in order to instigate the melee. 

According to Sonny Barger, Hells Angels MC Oakland charter president at the time, Hunter shot 

one HAMC member: “Meredith had shot a Hell’s Angel. Since the guy he shot was a fugitive at 

the time, we couldn’t take him to a doctor or an emergency ward. It was just a flesh wound 

anyway" (Barger, et al, 2000, p. 166).  Of course, Barger’s account must be considered in the 

light of an absolute lack of corroborating information; indeed, even Barger admits that he didn’t 

actually see the alleged shooting. The Hells Angel who was supposedly shot remains nameless 

due to his “fugitive” status, which also conveniently explains why no medical records are 

available to verify Barger’s claim. One may look to the amount of contextual detail surrounding 

the Altamont stabbing as evidence for credibility, which Barger seems to provide, but 

nonetheless his account must be examined critically.  

It is still possible today to view some of what happened at Altamont. In a 1970 

documentary titled Gimme Shelter (directed by David and Albert Maysles and Charlotte Zwerin), 

viewers are able to see multiple filmed replays of significant aspects of the Hunter stabbing. As 

Aretakis describes,  

 

And then we see the murder itself: A member of the Hells Angels stabs a man holding 

a gun in front of the stage. Or, that is, we see it twice. It happens during the 

performance of “Under My Thumb,” but unless you’re closely looking, it’s hard to 

spot. Not so in the editing room, where the filmmakers show it to us and to Jagger, 

rolling it back and forth on their editing machine. Clearly stunned by the images, 

Jagger walks out of the room toward the camera, a blank look on his face, offering us 

no guidance, no verdict on what happened, how, or why. 

 

While the film does lack context surrounding the stabbing (i.e. it fails to capture any causes or 

antecedents to the shooting/stabbing), it is important to view the film footage in addition to 

reading accounts of the incident in order to make plausible inferences. What can be verified is 

that the HAMC member charged with the murder was found not guilty. As with the Hells Angels 

MC members charged in Monterey five years earlier, the Hells Angel charged with murder at 
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Altamont went free; however, the outlaw motorcycle club system was handed down a life 

sentence of negative public opinion. 

During the 1960s and 1970s, newer clubs joined the One Percent ranks. While smaller in 

membership than older clubs such as the Hells Angels MC, they were considerably more 

aggressive when it came to carving out geographic areas in which to operate. Outlaw motorcycle 

clubs joining the elite ranks of the One Percenters during this time include the Bandidos MC 

from Galveston Texas, the Pagans MC, the Sons of Silence MC, the Mongols MC, the Vagos 

MC of southern California, and the Warriors MC in Florida. Accelerating to contemporary times, 

a hierarchy of motorcycle clubs has been firmly established among the One Percenters: “the big 

three” as they are known to state and federal law enforcement agencies (Southeast Gang Activity 

Group, 2005; Barger, et al, 2000; Valentine, 1995). The big three in order of sociocultural power 

are the Hells Angels MC, the Outlaws MC, and the Bandidos MC. There are other one-percent 

motorcycle clubs in the system, including the POBOBs MC, Gypsy Jokers MC, Galloping 

Gooses MC, and Henchman MC.  

Since the beginning of the Transformative period in 1948 the number and types of outlaw 

motorcycle clubs have swollen the ranks of the system; some clubs meet the criteria to wear the 

one percenter emblem but most do not (Dulaney, 2004; Barger, et al, 2000; Wolf, 1991). With 

due respect to Mark Watson and Daniel Wolf, who have reported that all outlaw clubs are One 

Percenters, it is important to draw a sharp distinction between outlaw motorcycle clubs and One 

Percenters. Outlaw motorcycle clubs are simply motorcycling organizations that do not hold 

American Motorcyclist Association charters, and represent the vast majority of motorcycle clubs 

in America (Dulaney, 2005). The reality is that all one-percent clubs are outlaw motorcycle 

clubs, but not all outlaw motorcycle clubs are one-percent clubs. The original meaning of the 

term “outlaw,” which denotes a lack of an organizational AMA charter and nothing more, still 

holds in motorcycle clubs that do not define themselves as One Percenters.  

The one-percenter ethos can be summarized as follows: the demands of the organization 

are superior to the needs of the individual, which includes the individual’s family and 

occupation. While it is no secret that certain members of one-percent motorcycle clubs have been 

convicted of illegal acts such as methamphetamine production, distribution and sales; 

prostitution; contract violence; racketeering; and motorcycle theft (Paradis, 2002; Southeast 

Gang Activites Group, 2005; Barger, et al, 2000; Lavigne, 1996; Watson, 1993; Wolf, 1991; 
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Posnansky, 1988; and Thompson, 1966), my field research suggests strongly that those members 

who engage in such behavior represent the minority of the one-percent clubs. Further, of the 

outlaw motorcycle clubs observed, illegal behavior such as that listed above was non-existent.  

 The dominant symbol of the One Percenter is the diamond, and a motorcycle club that does 

not display this symbol on their colors is most definitely not a one-percent organization. This 

diamond-shaped patch, with either the text “One Percenter” or the alpha-numeric symbol “1%er” 

embroidered in the center, is usually displayed on the wearer’s left vest lapel, over the heart; 

however, at least one club places the one-percent symbol on the back-patch (e.g., the Bandidos 

MC). The one-percent symbol utilizes the two dominant colors in the club’s color scheme ( for 

examples, the Hells Angels MC incorporates a white background with red letters and border, the 

Outlaws MC places white lettering on a black background, the Bandidos MC uses red lettering 

and borders on a gold background). As an interesting aside, recently certain American charters of 

the Hells Angels MC have ceased displaying the One Percenter diamond signifier. According to 

Sonny Barger, the Hells Angels MC standards for membership are higher than those of any other 

motorcycle club, One Percent or not. Barger, et al (2000) states, “… we’re not One-Percenters—

we’re Hell’s Angels first and foremost” (p. 42). During my field research this was certainly the 

case in the Oakland, California; Cave Creek, Arizona; and Charlotte, North Carolina charters; 

however, the Hells Angels MC website still proclaims “Hells Angels is the oldest, and biggest 

original  1 % motorcycle club in the world” (Hells Angels Motorcycle Club, 2005). 

 Through the selling of particular Hells Angels MC organizational support merchandise, 

it can be seen that these Hells Angels MC charters are taking steps to deride the status of the 

diamond signifier. These support items include T-shirts, hats, belt buckles, patches, and key 

chains that display the diamond signifier, inside of which is displayed the script “81 %er”. The 

number 81 represents the Hells Angels (e.g., the eighth letter of the alphabet is “H” and the first 

letter is “A,” thus 81 = HA).  These support items are easily purchased via Hells Angels MC 

websites and even the online auction house eBay. 

During my research compelling evidence emerged that suggests the existence of non-one-

percent outlaw clubs that do have factions of members who espouse a one percenter philosophy, 

individuals I will call “quasi-one percenters”. Quasi-one percenters aside, the outlaw motorcycle 

club organizational ethic, in and of itself, can be a harsh one to live by. This ethic, colloquially 

referred to as “motorcycle club etiquette,” outlines acceptable member behavior given a wide 
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variety of social contexts and dictates the deliverance of swift and severe sanctions to those who 

violate group and individual roles and responsibilities. Generally speaking, quasi-one percenters 

hold positions such as Sargeants-at-Arms, special enforcers, or bodyguards. These members 

display a diamond-shaped patch identical to those described above, usually on the front of their 

vest, but inside the patch one usually finds the letters of the motorcycle club rather than a “one 

percenter” or “1%er” signifier. Sargeants-at-Arms are elected positions within a motorcycle club 

whose primary function is the maintenance of club discipline during official functions, to act as 

the enforcement arm of the local leadership, and to monitor the behavior of “problem children” 

(i.e. individuals, both within and outside the club who are known troublemakers or who seem to 

be displaying signs that point to possible, imminent trouble) during club social events. Special 

enforcers are not elected positions, but rather are appointed positions based on special training, 

skills, and abilities that certain members possess. Very often special enforcers have U.S. Special 

Forces training and are proficient with a number of weapons and hand-to-hand combat 

techniques. Bodyguards are also appointed positions and those who hold such positions are 

similar to special enforcers in their military training, but they serve as the personal security detail 

for state and regional presidents of motorcycle clubs. 

 

Conclusion 

 

The taxonomy offered above is useful in understanding certain social and cultural factors 

that influenced the origins and evolution of motorcycle clubs in the United States. A common 

thread runs through each of these eras, that of involvement in American military conflicts and 

subsequent social organizing around the sport of motorcycling. What seems clear is that neither 

the American government nor society is attending to the effects of war on such individuals. 

Indeed, it appears that no process exists by which combat veterans are able to resume their roles 

as citizens, as people. Because of this lack of structured re-assimilation into American society, 

certain combat veterans have created over time a culture in which they are accepted as the people 

they have become. The outlaw motorcycle club system can be seen as a society built along 

militaristic, hierarchical lines, a highly ordered, controlled, and black-and-white world in which 

individuals may understand implicitly their role, their identity, their place in a society.  

 What I and other outlaw motorcycle club researchers have failed to examine is the effect 
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that the current American “War on Terror” may have on the continued evolution of the system. 

Once again a handful of Americans find themselves on foreign fields of battle, waging an 

increasingly unpopular war for unclear reasons. Given the overwhelming influence armed 

conflict has had on the formation and evolution of the outlaw motorcycle club system, it seems 

appropriate to examine if and how the role of women in combat units in Afghanistan, Iraq, and 

other hostile zones fighting the War on Terror changes the perception of women as full members 

in outlaw and one-percent motorcycle clubs.  

Perhaps an additional period is unfolding in the outlaw motorcycle club system even as 

one reads this essay, a post-transformative period that begins sometime in the 1980s and includes 

the effects of popular culture on the biker system. Future research may reveal that certain 

members of the system seem to have attained something of an iconic status. American society 

may well regard members of the Hells Angels MC more as pulp fiction characters than as 

credible menaces to society. Indeed, the context in which many have come to know members of 

the system is that of cable television, with the History Channel, Discovery Channel, and The 

Learning Channel all cashing in on the appeal of outlaw biker documentaries, and with members 

of the Hells Angels MC appearing on television shows such as the Discovery Channel’s popular 

series Monster Garage.  While certainly not all members of one percent motorcycle clubs are 

talented mechanics and artisans, perhaps certain members of one-percent clubs are using these 

new media as venues to broadcast a more positive image of what it means to be an outlaw biker, 

or more specifically a one percenter. The image portrayed in cable television shows like Monster 

Garage is not that of a criminal element; indeed, the image is that of a craftsman. Whereas media 

coverage of the 1960s can be interpreted as casting an image of outlaw motorcycle clubs as 

destructive forces in society, certain outlets of modern mass media seem willing to broadcast an 

image that is very much that of creative individuals. And so the evolution of the outlaw 

motorcycle club system continues to unfold.   
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CHAPTER 5 

 

 

INTO THE LIFE: ON BECOMING AN OUTLAW MOTORCYCLE CLUB MEMBER 

 

 

Introduction and Chapter Overview 

 

 This chapter traces the process by which one becomes a member of the Forgotten 

Warriors Motorcycle Club. As this chapter will demonstrate, the process begins with “hanging 

around,” transitions to “prospective membership,” and culminates with full membership, or 

becoming a “patch-holder”. The goal of this chapter is to elucidate organizational initiation 

rituals of the outlaw motorcycle club, a process permeated by symbolic markers. The titles of 

major sections in this chapter include both emic and etic terms. In order to begin to understand a 

culture or system, it is important to understand how members of that culture communicate. I 

understand their language. Therefore, emic terms—those used by members of the culture—are 

listed at the beginning of each section title and are identified by quotation marks. A colon 

separates emic terms from etic definitions of the terms. Etic definitions should serve to clarify 

precise meanings for the reader using language more commonly understood. Thus the titles for 

the sections in this chapter serve as a cipher key for the vernacular used by members of the 

Forgotten Warriors in particular and in the outlaw motorcycle club system in general.  

 

 “Friend of the Club:” Tangential Affiliation with an Outlaw Motorcycle Club 

 

Social boundaries of the Club observed during this study are guarded jealously by its 

members, and for this reason there must exist a marginal level of organizational affiliation. This 

level serves as a barrier between the members of the organization and the dominant society. 

Members of the motorcycle Club refer to members of the mainstream or dominant American 

society as “citizens” and to motorcyclists from that dominant society as “posers”. The terms 

“citizens” and “posers” are pejorative in nature, and are used by members of the Club to 

communicate feelings of disrespect towards the dominant society. With the recent spike in 
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popularity of “motorcycle culture” in general, and Harley-Davidson motorcycles in particular, 

members of the Club believe that anyone riding a Harley and wearing a leather vest thinks he can 

be a “patch-holder,” or a member of an outlaw motorcycle club. To summarize the 

incompatibility between the outlaw motorcycle system and dominant mainstream American 

culture, members of the motorcycle Club perceive a complete lack of understanding of 

appropriate communicative and social behaviors on the part of citizens and posers. This 

incompatibility is dangerous for citizens and posers as well as for the motorcycle Club. 

Unfortunate encounters between the two cultures can result in physical violence, which, in turn, 

results in law enforcement interdiction and, at times, negative media coverage. Attention from 

neither law enforcement nor mass media is desired by members of the Club. 

Before being accepted as a member of the Forgotten Warriors Motorcycle Club, one must 

first become a “friend of the Club” in order to later begin “hanging around” the Club. After one 

has shown to be a worthy potential member, one may be considered for prospective membership. 

The prospective membership phase is detailed below, but for now it is important to note that the 

prospective membership phase of initiation is the first formal phase of affiliation or acceptance 

by the organization.  

 

“Getting to Know Us:” Becoming Associated with the Club 

 

 Speaking the Language.  

 In order to become a member of an outlaw motorcycle club one must first become 

familiar with the organization’s members, group norms, roles, and responsibilities. Getting to 

know a member of an outlaw motorcycle club, let alone becoming welcome by the organization 

as a whole, is not an easy task to accomplish. Interpersonal communication is usually the 

primary mode of interaction. Bikers interested in joining the Club must first gain access to at 

least one full member of the organization. If a biker is interested in joining the Club but doesn’t 

know a full member of the Club, mass media are his next option. The Club uses mass media such 

as web sites on the Internet and printed flyers posted in bars and motorcycle repair shops 

announcing motorcycle poker runs or other organizational social events. These media are used in 

order to attract candidates for recruitment. The Club advertises contact information and outlines 

a basic process by which someone interested in becoming a member may find a member of the 
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Club.  

In order to interact with members of the Club one must first speak the language of the 

culture. Members of the Club have created their own lexicon, and the use of this esoteric 

language serves as a social boundary marker. If one does not speak the language of the Club, one 

is an outsider to the organization specifically, and possibly the biker system in general. For 

example, the largest grouping of people that the Club regards as outsiders to the biker system is 

members of the dominant or mainstream society, or “citizens”. Posers are regarded by members 

of the Club as merely going through the motions of living a biker lifestyle—they pose with their 

motorcycles, engaging in posturing behavior called “profiling,” rather than learning to 

understand and appreciate the mechanical attributes of the machine. According to members of 

the Club, this lack of appreciation is a fundamental difference between a biker and a dilettante.  

Profiling is the act of riding one’s motorcycle in, around, and through areas of high 

pedestrian traffic in order to maximize one’s exposure while aboard a Harley-Davidson. 

Profiling includes the revving of the engine so that the loud exhaust note grabs onlookers’ 

attention. Members of the Club engage in the act of profiling as well, but such behavior is 

typically displayed merely for the sake of having a bit of fun at the expense of citizens’ peace 

and quiet. On first examination this behavior may appear as serving no apparent function to the 

maintenance of group norms or organizational identity; quite simply, profiling may serve only an 

individual’s desire to behave ostentatiously.  Certainly this may be the case for specific members 

of the Club; however, on closer examination it can be seen that members of the Club also profile 

in order to reinforce the antisocial biker stereotype. By reinforcing this negative view of the biker 

system, members of the Club believe that they are adding an additional layer of social insulation 

between their culture and that of the dominant culture. Put in emic terms: they are keeping the 

citizens away. 

 

 Friends of the Club. 

As Tex says, “Hanging around the Club, even while you’re considered a ‘friend of the 

Club,’ is your time to get to know us. If you take the next step [i.e. become a prospective 

member] then it’s our time to get to know you”. A formal process exists whereby an individual 

interested in joining the motorcycle Club becomes a hangaround, but prior to this a more 

informal relationship is established. This informal relationship is often referred to as becoming a 
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“friend of the Club”. This process begins by frequenting known motorcycle club gathering spots 

such as bars, pool halls, or motorcycle shops, the latter of these being the most likely of place to 

encounter a member. Club members are constantly scouting for potential members. When in 

public, members make note of bikers who appear to be acceptable candidates and observe their 

behavior surreptitiously. This period of time varies depending on a number of variables such as 

the location, the individual being observed, interactions between the individual other patrons, 

interactions between the individual and other motorcycle club members, etc. After having 

observed candidates’ behavior over time, Club members will make it possible for the candidates 

to interact with them. Heretofore, Club members’ nonverbal behaviors are managed so that 

interaction with them is strongly discouraged. Only citizens whom members regard as “clueless” 

try to start up a conversation.  

Interpersonal communication is established between Club members and potential friends 

of the Club in a variety of ways. For example, Bear asks candidates if they would like to shoot a 

game of pool or throw darts. Tex prefers to engage a possible friend by asking about his 

motorcycle. Red, on the other hand, displays a penchant for trying to scare off individuals who 

make eye contact with him; if they aren’t cowed, he laughs heartily and buys them a beer. Red 

defends his actions by saying,  

 

First off, I don’t like anyone eye-fuckin’ me [making sustained eye contact]. If the 

dude has the balls to do that after I call him on it, then he’s earned a beer. If he’s got 

the nads [short for ‘gonads’, meaning, intestinal fortitude] for that, then he just might 

make a decent friend or hangaround. If the son-of-bitch is scared of that [being 

verbally assaulted], then fuck him. He’s a pussy and we don’t need any of them in the 

Club.  

 

Members believe that friends of the Club are useful to the organization for at least two 

reasons: 1) recruitment, and 2) economic support. Friends of the Club can be seen as a pool of 

men from which to select prospective members. Also, friends of the Club contribute to the 

organization’s coffers by purchasing beer and other items social events. This interaction with 

potential friends of the Club separates the wheat from chaff; the organization sifts and winnows 

potential candidates in order to select would-be hangarounds. Potential friends of the Club are 
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invited to talk with members only at public social gatherings. Friends of the Club are not 

considered to be part of the organization in any way, and they exist at the outermost circle of 

organizational acceptance. It is important to note that very few details regarding the actual inner 

workings of the motorcycle Club are shared with a friend of the Club. Conversations between a 

friend of the Club and members of the Club are generally limited to subjects such as 

motorcycles, sports, politics, and other trivial matters. Members will only discuss organizational 

matters at a very general level. Indeed, friends of the Club are generally ill informed about the 

specific roles and responsibilities of members before they take a step closer to joining the 

organization. This dearth of information may seem a poor basis for making a decision to join 

such an organization, but for many military veterans this is not a new experience.  

The U.S. military is rife with organizations that are classified or that perform “Black 

Ops” missions where only members of the organization have knowledge of what happens within 

the unit. Would-be new recruits—by virtue of their lack of appropriate security clearance and 

need-to-know—have no idea what the organization is really about. At least sixteen members of 

Echo Chapter are former members of Special Operations Forces (SOF). SOF units include Navy 

SEALS; Army Delta Force; Special Forces (i.e. “Green Berets”) Rangers; Marine Force 

Reconnaissance; and Air Force Pararescue and Combat Control Teams. Military units such as 

these often select new recruits fresh out of basic training and, due to the secret and covert nature 

of their assignments, only provide recruits with vague information on the type, location, or 

duration of a mission. If a would-be candidate is uncomfortable with joining the motorcycle Club 

based on the information he is given, the individual is deemed unsuitable for membership. For 

example, members are comfortable talking about “what the organization is about,” but not about 

what the organization “does.”  When asked about the organization, Red, the chapter president, 

asks members to discuss how the Club is organized to support U.S. veterans’ issues and to 

promote equal rights for bikers. Beyond this, as Red puts it,  

 

It’s none of their fuckin’ business. If they want to know what we’re all about, and 

they have the balls, then they’ll just have to hangaround and prospect. Anyone who 

claims to be a vet should understand. If they don’t, we won’t waste any more time on 

’em. 
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During the course of this study, most individuals with whom one or more members of the 

Club were familiar petitioned the organization for hangaround status. Often potential 

hangarounds are recruited from members’ inner circle of close friends or family who are already 

familiar with the Club, but a significant number of recruits are also culled from outside the 

intimate circle of the Club. Indeed, while Club members value recruiting from their friends and 

family, they feel it is also important to bring in “new blood”. Without new blood the Club’s 

growth is stunted; recruiting from within the inner circle of friends and family places the 

organization in a closed loop, and is tantamount to inbreeding. Therefore, individuals who by 

virtue of their varied personal frames of reference, occupations, education, and experiences, 

bring with them specialized skills and abilities are able to contribute to the diversity of the Club. 

This in turn provides a dynamic resource pool from which the organization may draw when 

adapting to changes in their external environment.  

For example, with the prevalence of federal law enforcement agencies successfully 

prosecuting One Percent motorcycle clubs under the Racketeer Influenced Corrupt Organizations 

(RICO) act, (originally written to enable law enforcement agencies to battle organized crime 

syndicates) members of the Club deemed it necessary to recruit an attorney. It is important to 

note that while the addition of an attorney would enhance the ability of the Club to understand 

the RICO act and the law with respect to organizational activities, merely finding any attorney 

who rides a motorcycle was not an option. The candidate would have to possess the necessary 

attributes and mindset of a potential Club brother. Personal attributes include committing to 

maintaining one’s own motorcycle, riding one’s motorcycle over great distances, and committing 

to veteran’s issues such as Veterans Administration (VA) benefits and Prisoners of War and 

those Missing in Action (POW/MIA). Indeed, a number of attorney-motorcyclists were sized up 

during motorcycle rallies, poker runs, and weekly “bike nights” at restaurants and taverns, none 

of whom were aware of the process. During the course of a chapter run to a Hooters restaurant 

bike night, the president met a biker riding a modified Harley-Davidson FXR, regarded by 

Harley riders as a performance cruiser. This biker happened to be a Gulf War Marine combat 

veteran and a second-year law student at a local university. Members of the chapter were 

assigned sizing up duty in order to assess the Marine’s potential. When the determination was 

made that the Marine seemed righteous, invitations to attend chapter social functions were 

extended. The Marine and his family were invited to chapter parties, and eventually the Marine 
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was invited to attend a chapter meeting to discuss the possibility of his formally hanging around.  

The Club encourages members to attend regularly local “bike nights” and other social 

functions.  This way, the organization remains highly visible within the biker system, but more 

importantly, the Club is able to recruit. For example, Bear actively competes in a local billiards 

league, which places him in a specific type of local social circle in which he may recruit potential 

hangarounds. Members of the Club consider Bear a highly skilled recruiter for the Club. He 

boasts a dozen successful recruits for Echo Chapter, which, considering the chapter’s size (28 

members) represents a significant proportion of the chapter’s membership. Bear believes that his 

personal appearance plays a major factor in his recruiting methods; specifically, people afraid to 

speak with him self-select out of the recruitment pool. Bear stands roughly 6’ 2” tall and weighs 

approximately 285 lbs. While Bear sports a large beer-belly, his overall physique is muscular. 

One might easily regard Bear as the very image of an outlaw biker archetype, thanks to his long, 

braided hair, lengthy beard, and the tattoos that cover his arms, chest, back, and much of his legs. 

Add to all of this a nose made very crooked by the boot of a One Percenter during, as Bear states, 

his “younger and stupider years,” and one could safely say that Bear is quite a scary-looking 

individual.  

It may appear that the Club is merely interested in recruiting people who won’t be cowed 

through mere intimidation. Certainly, this is one attribute the Club seeks in recruits, but more 

importantly, members are interested in recruiting men who are able to see past physical 

appearances. Members pride themselves on judging others according to the things they do, how 

they treat their family, how they maintain their motorcycle, and so on. To Bear, and others in the 

Club, the ability to see past the physical veneer of a large, tattooed outlaw biker is an important 

litmus test for recruitment. 

 

Recruiting Righteous Bikers 

 

Members of the motorcycle Club discuss regularly at chapter meetings and social 

gatherings the personal attributes valued by the organization. These personal attributes include 

among many others righteousness, courage, and a sense of fair play. Members of the Club define 

righteousness as living in accordance with an unwritten code of honor in the biker system. The 

code dictates that a biker do what he can, when he can, for another biker. For example, if a biker 
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needs a spare part and another biker has a spare, the biker with the spare part will give it to the 

biker in need. The biker in need will pay a fair price for the part if he has the money; if he 

doesn’t, he will arrange an acceptable form of barter or pay as soon as possible. Other forms of 

righteousness include rendering assistance to all motorcyclists broken down beside the road, 

lending a helping hand when repairs to a motorcycle are needed, and so on. 

Courage is defined as not backing down from real or perceived threats. The sense of fair 

play is exemplified by an unwillingness to cause trouble. Members of the Club also respect the 

ability to handle diverse situations. According to Bear,  

 

The first thing we want to know is if the dude is righteous. If I think he might be, then 

I’ll kinda watch the dude while he shoots his game (plays pool), handle good and bad 

scenes (situations). I mean if the dude is really good at shooting pool, I want to see if 

he’ll rub it in when he beats his opponent. We don’t think this is good. I mean, don’t 

get me wrong, we think it is good to do the best you can in everything you do, but 

don’t be an asshole about it. On the flipside, if the dude ain’t so great it says a lot 

about his character when he gets his ass kicked in a match. 

 

 “Sizing Up” Potential Candidates. 

In this particular social circle of pool players, motorcycle ownership is common, and 

given the favorable year-round weather in Northern Florida it is also common for competitors to 

ride their motorcycles to pool league events. Thus, Bear is positioned to meet, observe, and 

assess a relatively large number of potential candidates for hanging around the Club. This 

process of observation is called “sizing up”.  

Upon meeting, or at least observing, a member of the pool league who owns a Harley-

Davidson, Bear will begin to size them up. Sizing a person up is a simple process of observation 

that involves a subjective assessment of the person’s character or personality. As alluded to 

above, sizing up begins with verifying that an individual rides an American-made motorcycle 

which, more often than not, is a Harley, but the process also includes observing other, perhaps 

stereotypical biker marks such as hairstyle and beards, and tattoos, biker attire.  

Riding American-made motorcycles is important to members of the Club for a number of 

reasons, but perhaps chief among them is the fact that the Harley-Davidson Motor Company is 
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the only enduring American manufacturer in the industry. Members of the Club take personally 

their role in keeping the company alive. A leather or blue jean vest (called a “cut-off”) is 

particularly important in the sizing up process, as Club members regard a biker’s vest as a 

medium through which an individual may express his personality, world view, political leanings, 

choice of present and past motorcycles, annual motorcycle events attended, and other personal 

attributes and/or group affiliations. For example, if an individual displays the number “13” on his 

vest he is signifying that he uses marijuana. This is a simple cryptogram in number-for-alphabet-

character form: the word marijuana begins with the letter “M,” the letter “M” is the 13th letter in 

the English alphabet. Other symbols include pins of miniature firearms such as a Colt .45 caliber 

automatic pistol or a .357 caliber revolver, both of which are symbols of weapons used—and 

likely carried in a shoulder or boot holster—by the wearer.   

 

 Clothing and Artifacts as Symbols of the Biker Ethic. 

In particular, Club members look for symbols that represent a long-standing devotion to 

the biker lifestyle. These symbols include pins and/or patches from national bike rallies such as 

Daytona Bike Week and the Sturgis Black Hills Motorcycle Rally. Members of Echo Chapter 

look for people wearing pins or badges from these rallies that are at least five years old, as t-

shirts from more recent rallies are now widely available. Members of the Club also look for pins 

that denote the model of Harley the wearer rides. Symbols of older Harleys, such as “Panheads” 

or “Shovelheads”, are especially valued by members as evidence of the wearer’s knowledge of 

vintage motorcycle mechanics and maintenance.  

 

“Hanging Around:” Getting to Know You 

 

As highlighted above, becoming a member of the Club is a three-step initiation process. 

The first of these steps is called “Hanging Around,” and one who is accepted by the Club in this 

capacity is referred to as a “hangaround”. It is even appropriate to introduce oneself and to be 

referred to as “Hangaround [surname or road name]”. Thus, if a person known as “Shorty” is 

accepted as a hangaround, he would be known to the organization as “Hangaround Shorty”.  
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“State Your Intentions:” The First Official Step Towards Membership 

 

Friends of the Club who express serious interest in the organization, and who are 

regarded by members of the Club as acceptable potential candidates, are required by the 

organization to state formally their intentions regarding the organization and membership. The 

time an individual spends as a friend of the Club varies according to the individual, but the 

period usually ranges from between a few weeks to two months. This timeframe is generally 

short, as the communication between individual and organization centers on intensifying 

common interests. This phase of tangential affiliation can be seen as something of a litmus test: 

the individual is either interested or he is not, and the organization either finds him at least 

basically qualified or unqualified.  

A friend of the Club makes his intentions known to the organization by telling a full 

member that he is interested in the next step. Usually, friends of the Club become friendly with 

one member of the Club in particular, and this member normally will serve as the friend’s 

sponsor for getting to know the Club as a hangaround and a prospective member. It is normal for 

members—especially those with whom friends become closest—to let friends know when it is 

time to make a decision about becoming a formal hangaround.  

There is no formal ritual involved when a friend makes his intentions known to the 

Forgotten Warriors MC - doing so is accomplished by a full member. For example, after about a 

month of getting to know the Marine during Hooter’s bike nights and shooting pool in local bars, 

Bear took him aside during one bike night. Bear told the Marine that members of the motorcycle 

Club generally regarded him as a righteous biker, and that the Club would like him to become a 

hangaround. Bear told the Marine what was basically involved in hanging around the Club, that 

it was his opportunity to get to know members of the Club on a deeper level. Bear told the 

Marine that invitations to Club social functions would be extended to him, and that regular 

attendance was an expectation of hangarounds. Beyond that, the Marine’s level of involvement 

with members of the Club was at his discretion. The Marine thought for a few moments about 

what Bear told him, and decided that he did want to become a hangaround with the Club. Bear 

patted the Marine on the back and bought him a beer.  

Later that week during a regular chapter meeting Bear informed members of the Club that 
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the Marine wanted to become a hangaround. A simple majority vote is required to approve a 

potential hangaround. Any member who has a problem with a potential hangaround will voice 

his concern about the individual, but doing so is rare. During the course of this study all potential 

hangarounds were approved by the membership. The Marine was approved as an official Club 

hangaround, and Bear was appointed his acting sponsor.  

 

Evaluating Hangarounds.  

The hangaround phase normally ranges from one to six months, during which time 

members of the chapter discuss the merits and shortcomings of potential candidates. The length 

of time a man hangs around the Club is determined by members during formal and informal 

discussions. Formal discussions occur mostly during “church” (a regular, monthly chapter 

meeting), and are incorporated into the meeting’s agenda, usually near the end of the meeting 

when the president solicits input from the membership.  

Informal discussions take place almost any time members of the Club interact. Informal 

gatherings may take place at a bar or restaurant, or at members’ homes while working on one 

another’s motorcycles, sharing meals, or watching sporting events. During the course of this 

study Bear, Tex, and I met regularly at a local biker bar to shoot pool and drink beer.   Invariably 

our conversations transitioned from discussions about our motorcycles and internal Club politics 

to how our prospects and hangarounds seemed to be doing. Usually, members of Echo Chapter 

would ask for informal reports from a brother serving as sponsor for a hangaround or prospect.  

Bear decided against sponsoring another potential member; citing his opinion that it 

wasn’t good for the Club to have one member bring so many into the organization. Echo Chapter 

decided that I should become the “daddy”, or sponsor, for Hangaround Marine. Thus, Bear and 

Tex would ask me specific questions about Marine which usually centered on quelling any 

concerns they may have had about his abilities. Hangaround Marine was attending law school at 

a local university during his hangaround period, and a number of Club members were concerned 

that he would not be able to make an acceptable commitment to the Club. Other members were 

concerned that prospecting for the Club would negatively impact Marine’s performance in law 

school, and therefore had valid concerns about his progressing from hangaround to prospect. 

Bear was representative of brothers who wanted evidence that Hangaround Marine was willing 

to make the Club a priority in his life and that he would be able to meet the needs of the 
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organization. Tex represented brothers’ concerns for Marine as an individual; that Marine should 

rightly place his education first and the Club’s needs somewhere after that.  

Bear and Tex disagreed vehemently on many organizational issues, such as Marine’s 

education. Often Bear could be heard across the bar arguing with Tex. Bear would argue that the 

Club was weakened by recruiting members who had priorities higher than the Club, and Tex 

would counter this argument by saying, “We’re not one percenters, Brother. Our Club 

philosophy is ‘family, work, Club,’ in that order”. Bear would grumble something about that 

policy needing to be changed and then turn his attention to shooting pool. It should be noted here 

that, while it is commonplace for members to disagree with one another about organizational 

issues, it is not acceptable to the Club for members to do so in public.  

 

“Daddy’s” Role in Hanging Around. 

A daddy bears the responsibility of bringing a hangaround to Club social events and for 

introducing the hangaround to other members. A daddy is a full member of the motorcycle Club 

who possesses sufficient organizational knowledge and experience with inter-organizational 

communication between different motorcycle clubs. The daddy must also educate the 

hangaround about appropriate basic communicative behaviors when interacting with patch-

holders.  

Part of my responsibilities to the Club as a daddy was to monitor Marine’s academic 

performance, as well as the state of his marital life. Marine had been married for 13 years at the 

time he was hanging around, and members of Echo Chapter were most concerned with the 

impact that their association with the Club would have on this marriage; during the course of this 

study three marriages ended, two prospects’ and one full member’s. I would call Marine’s wife 

weekly, and once a month would visit his home or meet his wife for lunch in order to solicit 

candid feedback about her opinion of and attitude towards her husband’s association with the 

Club. Marine was never present during these conversations. Marine’s wife was the kind of 

person who had no qualms about telling me what she thought of the Club. At first she hated the 

idea; she thought that his association with the Club would cause him to flunk out of law school. 

However, as Marine’s wife interacted with members of the Club and the wives and “old ladies” 

of members, she gradually changed her attitude toward the Club.  
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Chapter Majority Vote. 

When a majority of members seem to agree that a hangaround is a viable candidate for 

prospective membership, the hangaround’s daddy will suggest that he make a decision whether 

to join the Club. If the hangaround is not interested in becoming a member he is usually 

welcomed to continue the association in a less formal manner. This less formal association 

means that he is still welcome to attend Club social events, but will no longer be invited to 

chapter meetings. Hangarounds who decided not to join the Club either ceased interactions with 

the Club altogether or reverted to friend of the Club status. Hangarounds that revert to friends of 

the Club are treated as welcomed guests during social events, but are never asked to hangaround 

again.  

 

Intention to “Prospect:” Becoming a Prospective Member of the Club 

 

The day a hangaround decides he wants to join the Club is the first time he experiences 

the inner sanctum of a chapter meeting. Heretofore, the hangaround has been literally kept 

outside, completely restricted from participating in formal Club business. The hangaround has 

only been able to hear some of what goes on behind the closed doors of a chapter meeting: 

sporadic uproars of laughter, interspersed with fierce arguments between members. The 

hangaround has little context other than time and location with which to interpret these fragments 

and deduce what happens during chapter meetings. Indeed, time is the one thing the hangaround 

has in abundance here; chapter meetings regularly last between two and four hours.  

Free Pete, an active duty member of the Air Force, and I were hangarounds with the 

motorcycle Club at the same time, beginning in May 1995. As stated above, once a hangaround 

has had sufficient time to participate in motorcycle Club social activities and to get to know 

members of the Club, the Club will ask him to take the next step towards membership. It was 

during a regular chapter meeting in late July that Bear approached Pete and me to tell us that the 

time had come for each of us to make our intentions known. What follows is a brief account of a 

typical meeting where a hangaround makes the decision to continue seeking membership with 

the Club, or to walk away.  
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The setting. 

The following details a typical Echo Chapter church meeting, and so I will provide 

additional details as to the setting of the meeting. These additional details should allow the reader 

to understand better the physical settings that members regularly meet in order to conduct Club 

business. This meeting took place at a prominent member’s house, a Brother named Psycho. 

Located on a small country road in a remote part of the north-central Florida panhandle, about 10 

miles from the Florida-Alabama border, the house sits on one acre of ground, has ample trees 

providing shade all around the structure, and is well maintained and appointed. The 2000 square-

foot ranch-style house faces north, has an attached two-car garage, and has a rather large paved 

driveway leading from the road to the attached garage and around to the west side of the house. 

At the time of the meeting, motorcycles were parked all along the driveway to the west of the 

house. The motorcycles were parked uniformly in an evenly-spaced straight line, as if they were 

soldiers standing at parade rest. In back of the house sat a large detached garage and workshop, 

roughly 20’ by 60’ in size. On the east end of the garage was a large industrial sized door rolled 

up in order to promote airflow, and in the center of the north side were open double doors. Only 

full members of the Club were permitted access to this garage during meetings. SAs were posted 

at each entrance, each standing next to a cooler full of beer and a coffee can stuffed with cash. It 

seems that the SAs were more concerned with ensuring that members pay for each of the beers 

($1 each) they pull from the coolers rather than with any unauthorized entry during the chapter’s 

meeting. 

 Club members sat on a hodge-podge of furniture such as folding chairs, old tattered sofas 

and easy chairs, wooden crates, and bar stools. Inside the garage sat an assortment of tool chests, 

motorcycle maintenance stands, workbenches and two refrigerators stocked with beer and sodas. 

The walls that have workbenches along them each had large pegboards, on which hung an 

assortment of tools used for motorcycle maintenance. The rest of the walls were adorned with a 

variety of Harley-Davidson posters depicting 1936 Knuckle Heads, 1948 Panheads, and so on. 

Other decorations included frescos painted on the largest wall of an American flag, a Prisoner of 

War (POW) flag, and displayed prominently in the center, the Club’s colors, under which was 

painted the Club motto: “Give None—Take None”. 
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 “Bringing the Hangaround Up:” Organizational Membership Decision-Making.  

After the regular business meeting is concluded Tex and Bear stood up together and 

informed the brotherhood that they would like to “bring up” (nominate) a hangaround for 

prospective membership. The chapter agreed to have the hangaround come into the meeting for a 

series of questions. The questioning process can be seen as a mild form of hazing that serves a 

gate-keeping function. The members wanted to test the hangaround’s resolve and commitment to 

the idea of joining their organization. Members have different perspectives on what to ask and 

how far to push the hazing, but the overall goal is to shake the confidence of the hangaround, to 

see if it is possible to make him tuck tail and run away. Members also want to verify whether the 

hangaround has ever been a police officer or held arresting powers of any kind. If so, the person 

is ineligible for membership. The hangaround is asked if he is or ever has been a cop. A 

background investigation will reveal at a later time if he is telling the truth. The hangaround is 

told about the background investigation only after he offers his answer.  

Aside from the hazing, members want to know why the individual is interested in joining 

the organization. Members ask the hangaround what he believes he is able to bring to the Club, 

as well as how he hopes to benefit from joining the Club. The hangaround is asked to state his 

intentions to join the motorcycle Club, and to articulate what it means to him to become a 

member. Members regard a hangaround’s statement as a promise to the organization, a promise 

to attend Club functions in order to meet members, but most importantly to learn from them. It is 

through this type of interaction—with members from Echo Chapter, as well as from around the 

country—that members of the Club feel a hangaround’s education truly happens. 

And so it became my turn to make intentions known to the Club—time to decide to try 

and join or to walk away. Bear directed me to come into the garage and make my intentions 

known. As detailed above, I was questioned and attempts were made to intimidate me and test 

my resolve. I stated my formal intentions to join the Club, and Bear told me to leave and send in 

Hangaround Free Pete. I did so. 

 

And One Walks Away. 

Free Pete was waiting by his motorcycle, smoking a cigarette. He asked how things went 

and what he should expect. I told him briefly about my experience and that he shouldn’t be 

nervous, to just “play the game”. In fact, Pete was very nervous, so much so that we had a very 
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brief discussion about him leaving the meeting without going inside. To do this, to leave without 

stating one’s intentions, would be a very serious mistake. To do so would be seen as an act of 

cowardice on the part of the individual and of disrespect towards the Club. I suggested strongly 

that Pete at least go inside and tell the members that he had made a mistake and that he no longer 

wished to become a member of the organization. Pete agreed to do so and went inside the garage. 

Free Pete was in the garage for approximately thirty minutes. When he left the meeting it 

was obvious that Pete was terribly shaken by the experience. I wasn’t able to speak with him 

much about what happened; all Pete would say as he climbed aboard his motorcycle was that the 

life of a patch-holder was too radical for him. With that, Pete said goodbye and rode away.  

It would be more than a year before anyone from the Club other than myself would see 

Pete again. During the course of this study, Pete and I interacted more and more, discussing my 

experiences with the motorcycle Club. Much of what we spoke about centered on whether or not 

I was happy in the Club, whether or not I regretted joining. At that time I was very much 

enamored of the motorcycle club lifestyle and the respect given to those wearing a patch in the 

system. So perhaps my accounts of motorcycle club experiences were romanticized during the 

retelling to people like Pete.  

After Pete left that night, Bear returned from the meeting place and directed me to follow 

him in. When I entered the room all members were standing and looking at me. Bear told me to 

walk to the center of the room, stand at attention, and to raise my right hand. Red, the chapter 

president, stood before me. Two of the chapter sergeants at arms took their positions, placing me 

between them. Red said, “Hangaround Kojak, repeat after me”. I took the oath of prospective 

membership for the Club, immediately after which each member shook my hand. Some also 

embraced me and others said things such as, “Now we’ll see what you are made of”. As soon as 

the last member congratulated me, Bear handed me the organizational symbols of a prospective 

member: a bottom rocker, an “MC” patch, a name tag that read “PROSPECT,” and an 

embroidered American flag patch.  

Bear said I had fifteen minutes to pin, sew, or otherwise affix the symbols to my vest and 

then to report immediately to a sergeant at arms in order to complete the prospective membership 

application and other paperwork. I had a small sewing kit in my saddlebag, along with a number 

of two-inch safety pins, and decided in the interest of time to pin the symbols to the vest and sew 

them on later. I reported to “Groundhog,” one of the chapter SAs, and requested the paperwork. 



 

 80

He gave me a rather alarming number of forms to complete, which required me to divulge 

personal information similar to that required when applying for a mortgage. In addition to my 

full name, occupation, current residence, and next of kin, the forms required my Social Security 

account number, previous addresses over the past five years, the names and contact information 

of employers over the last five years, the make, model, and year of my motorcycle, and whether I 

had been a member of any other motorcycle clubs in the past, and the contact information for the 

former chapter president.  

The meeting was over when I started the paperwork, and many members started to file 

out of the garage and across the lawn to where the members’ ladies had prepared grilled steaks, 

chicken, and shrimp. Other members began drinking beer and talking with one another. As soon 

as I finished the paperwork, shouts of “PROSPECT!” came from around the entire property. I 

had already learned by observing other prospects that when a patch-holder shouted in this way, 

the appropriate response was to shout back, “Coming, patch-holder!” while running to the 

member. Members seemed to enjoy watching me run furiously back and forth across the 

property, fetching beer and food, emptying trash, and collecting phone numbers from patch-

holders. Prospects are required to call every member of the chapter at least once a month in order 

to see if the patch-holder is in need of anything that the prospect may provide. Naturally, in order 

to do this, prospects must obtain the personal phone numbers of the members. Heretofore, with 

few exceptions, a new prospect does not have such information. In short, the day I earned my 

bottom rocker and became a prospective member of the motorcycle Club, I obtained every 

member’s phone number, and served members of the Club until three o’clock in the morning. I 

was then ordered to “stand down”—to get some sleep.  

 

“Earning a Bottom Rocker:” Prospective Membership 

 

Basic Training for Prospective Members of an Outlaw Motorcycle Club 

 

 The Elimination of Personal Identity. 

Similar to their experiences in the military during basic training, prospects in the 

motorcycle Club must endure a socializing process designed to break down their sense of 

identity as an individual and to reform that identity to that of one consistent with the collective 
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society.   

“Catching the Plague:” The Beginning of Social Marginalization. 

One of the characteristic experiences of a new prospect is the catching of the “plague”. 

Members of the Club have noticed over time that once a person takes his first official steps 

toward membership, that most of his former acquaintances begin to interact with him less and 

less. Eventually, the new prospect finds that nearly all his friends are no longer willing to 

associate with him. Indeed, former friends act as if the new prospect has contracted a highly 

contagious deadly disease, and that to interact with this person is to place oneself in mortal 

danger, hence the plague.  

For example, Tex tells the story of his long-time friend from his hometown. When Tex 

first became interested in the motorcycle Club, his friend tried to talk him out of it. After Tex 

started hanging around the Club, discussions with his friend about the Club became 

confrontational. Later, when Tex started prospecting for the Club, his friend never seemed to 

have time for him. Eventually the two became completely estranged. Similar stories are common 

among members of the Club. Every member of Echo Chapter I spoke with about catching the 

plague reported having experienced the phenomenon to some degree. I experienced similar 

distancing of friends during my prospecting period with the Club. This distancing of 

interpersonal relationships is the first social marginalization that newcomers to the motorcycle 

club face. 

  

 A State of Liminality. 

 To paraphrase Turner (1967), liminality can be defined as a state of transition from one 

social state to another. An individual prospecting for the motorcycle club can be seen as being in 

just such a social state. When a new prospect first realizes that he has “caught the plague” and is 

no longer accepted among members of his former interpersonal circle, he realizes that he is in a 

state of liminality. Of course, members of the club do not use this term to articulate their social 

status at the time, but they do understand implicitly that they are somewhere between what they 

once were and what they hope to become. They are no longer accepted by members of the 

dominant society as what they were: a friend, a father, a coworker; they are now something else. 

At the same time new prospects are not fully accepted by members of the organization, either. 

Indeed, certain patch-holders observed during this study refuse to even speak to new prospects 
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due to the high attrition rate for newly-recruited prospects. According to Club records, two out of 

three prospects leave within the first three months of prospecting; however, this is not the case 

with Echo Chapter during this study. Four new prospects were accepted during the course of this 

study and only one decided not to continue, but this person continues to remain a friend of the 

Club. Because of the concern that prospects will not remain with the organization, some 

members of the Club choose not to associate with new prospects and refuse to give them any 

personal contact information. Add to this segregation the fact that new prospects must formally 

address all full members of the Club as “patch-holder”, and it can be easily argued that new 

prospects are experiencing a state of liminality—a sort of cultural purgatory. 

  

 The Creation of Organizational Identity. 

 Perhaps the ultimate function of prospecting is the creation of a sense of organizational 

identity. As discussed below, the Club trains and educates prospects in a variety of ways, 

constantly placing them in situations where the prospect must choose between what seems 

personally expedient at the moment and what will be best for the organization in the long term. 

In other words, prospects must learn to think of themselves as a vital part of a whole and not as 

individuals, thereby developing a sense of organizational identity. For example, prospects are 

taught never to interrupt a conversation when only full members are speaking. Prospects should 

not approach a patch-holder until first making eye contact and determining if an interaction is 

acceptable. This is done first by positioning oneself in the patch-holder’s line of sight, then by 

signaling nonverbally that one seeks the attention of the patch-holder. When the patch-holder 

wishes to speak with the prospect he will usually address the individual by saying, “Yes, 

prospect. What do you want?”  Prospects are taught that this rule does not apply if a non-member 

is involved in the patch-holder’s conversation. 

Requiring prospects to introduce themselves as “Prospect” when they first earn their 

bottom rocker is one way the Club breaks down a personal sense of identity. New prospects are 

not allowed to use any name other than that of “Prospect”. Their legal names and any road names 

or nicknames they may have assumed over the years are forbidden. Once a prospect shows 

enough commitment to the organization the Club bestows a road name, or pseudonym, on the 

prospect. Road names are usually earned during the prospecting period and are most often due to 

some specific experience during that process. For example, one new prospect who had been 
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known to members of the local biker community for decades as “Animal” earned the name 

“Roadkill” while prospecting for the Club. A short account follows. 

Prospect had been with the Club for about two months. He was attending a regular 

chapter meeting at a member’s property in Mexico Beach, Florida. After the business meeting 

concluded, members began to socialize, eat, and to drink beer. A member named “War Horse” 

began to complain that he had not had sex in a very long time. War Horse started having a little 

fun at the prospect’s expense, stating loudly that “If this piece of shit prospect doesn’t get me 

some pussy today he will never get my vote for his patch”. The prospect took the ribbing from 

War Horse well while continuing to serve the rest of the members. Later in the evening Bear, the 

prospect’s sponsor, told the prospect that he could stand down and get some rest. After saying 

goodbye to all the patch-holders, the prospect climbed aboard his Shovelhead motorcycle and 

left the property. Some of the married Club members had already left and those who remained 

continued to party.  

The prospect returned about twenty minutes later. We (those remaining at the property) 

were able to watch the prospect riding up the long, twisting dirt driveway, and he appeared to be 

having a little difficulty keeping his motorcycle traveling straight and true. This was not 

necessarily cause for concern, as the driveway consisted of very loose sand, and many members 

dropped their bikes on the way in. As the prospect came closer we noticed that he was riding 

with only one hand on the handlebar of the motorcycle. He was carrying something in the other 

hand, which was hanging down to the left side of the bike. The prospect parked his bike, keeping 

what he was carrying concealed from our view. As he approached the group, carrying the object 

behind his back, he addressed War Horse saying, “Patch-holder, this may not be exactly up to 

your standards, but it’s the best I can do on short notice”. When the prospect completed his 

sentence he revealed what he had been carrying: the bloated carcass of a dead cat. All the patch-

holders roared with laughter and began poking fun at War Horse, making statements to the effect 

that the dead animal represented the finest “pussy” that War Horse could ever hope to get. To his 

credit, War Horse took the ribbing in good spirit and did not berate the prospect for causing it. In 

fact, War Horse told the prospect to grab a beer, after which War Horse embraced him warmly, 

kissed him on the mouth, and turned and announced to the Brothers that henceforth the prospect 

would be called “Prospect Roadkill”. 
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“Prospecting:” Learning Organizational Roles, Norms, and Traditions 

 

 Missions. 

 When prospects first enter the Club, they understand very little about why they perform 

the various chores assigned to them. These chores are often referred to as “missions”. The types 

of missions assigned to prospects vary from patch-holder to patch-holder. On the surface some 

appear as straightforward errands, but the overarching purpose of missions is education. A 

prospect may be put on a mission to find out who the first Forgotten Warriors MC patch-holder 

was in a given chapter or state, or he may be tasked with investigating various historical aspects 

of the Club. For example, the Forgotten Warriors MC has five remaining national charter 

members alive and active with the Club at the time of this study. Prospects are regularly given 

the mission of finding out their names and to what state and chapter they are currently assigned. 

The purpose of seemingly mundane or even degrading missions, such as picking up trash, 

cooking for hundreds of patch-holders, cutting firewood, and keeping fires stoked throughout the 

night, is to “bookend” these important educational missions. “Bookending” refers to situating a 

significant learning opportunity in the midst of what seems like busy work, and thus a prospect’s 

attention to detail may be tested.  

Some important missions can seem sophomoric at first. At a recent Regional meeting, a 

Florida patch-holder named “Grumpy” put a Mississippi prospect on a mission to find a patch-

holder named “Eyeball”. When the prospect found Eyeball, he was instructed to tell him that “He 

is the ugliest motherfucker in the campground”. The prospect was told that he would be able to 

identify Eyeball by an SCM symbol on his back, and that when he found this man, he must also 

to find out how he got his road name. The SCM symbol designates the wearer as a State Charter 

Member and is worn by the first twenty members to earn their patches in a given state. Florida 

holds the distinction of being among the first states to charter in the Forgotten Warriors MC in 

1980. Eyeball has been a member since then and possesses a wealth of knowledge and 

experience in the motorcycle club world—nothing short of a sage to members of the Club.  

The prospect found Eyeball and relayed his message. Eyeball made as though he was 

deeply offended, raised up from his seated position beside a campfire, and bellowed “You tell 

that worthless son of a bitch Grumpy to get his ass over here, and it’s his turn to bring the bottle 



 

 85

of Jack Daniels”. Eyeball then reached out and grabbed the prospect by the scruff of the neck, 

dragged him in closely and gave him a bear hug. What the prospect didn’t know was that 

Grumpy and Eyeball have been sending one another prospects such as this one for years with the 

same message. The purpose is two-fold: first, each patch-holder only selects prospects who have 

distinguished themselves in some manner and so are letting the other brother—who lives in 

another part of the country—know that the bearer of the message is perhaps a special recruit, one 

for whom the patch-holder has high hopes of success in the Club. Second, at large Club meetings 

such as Regional and National events, there may be upwards of one thousand patch-holders 

present, so prospects are forced to interact with a large number of patch-holders in order to locate 

their target, all the while visually inspecting each of the symbols worn by different patch-holders 

and thus learning along the way. The prospect returned to inform Grumpy that he had completed 

his mission, and that Eyeball received his name after he tattooed a giant eyeball on the top of his 

skull. Eyeball is completely bald but almost always wears a hat, thus making it harder for 

prospects to find him. 

  

 Slaughterhouse Training Missions.  

In Panama City, there are biker bars referred to by members of the Club as 

“slaughterhouses”: bars that have a reputation for being very rough places, places where fights 

are a regular occurrence and stabbings and shootings have occurred in the past. These 

slaughterhouses are prime training grounds for prospects, and the bars also serve as filters to sift 

through prospects that perhaps may have misgivings about physical violence. A high propensity 

for physical violence exists in the motorcycle club system, and while violence is something of a 

last resort for most clubs, every member must be willing and able to engage in such behavior. 

Motorcycle clubs with members that won’t or can’t engage in violence don’t last long in the 

system. More than a few prospects have turned in their bottom rockers after one slaughterhouse 

training mission. Two slaughterhouses are used on a regular basis in Echo Chapter’s geographic 

area: “Touchdowns” and “The Sip & Cue”, which has earned the nickname “The Stab & Cue” 

due to an inordinate number of knife fights. It is important to note that each slaughterhouse 

mission is not planned so far as what will happen. Very often nothing in fact happens during 

slaughterhouse visits, and patch-holders and prospects shoot pool, drink beer, and talk. Regular 

patronization of slaughterhouses increased the opportunity for patch-holders to expose prospects 
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to different aspects of training. What follows is an example of a slaughterhouse training mission 

where no violence occurred, but the possibility existed between motorcycle clubs. The prospect 

enjoyed a rare learning opportunity about inter-motorcycle club relations. 

Slaughterhouse Training Mission to The Sip & Cue Bar 

 Just after seven o’clock on a warm May evening, Bear, Prospect Roadkill and I arrive at 

The Sip & Cue bar, which sits on the north side of Tyndall Parkway (U.S. Highway 98) in 

Callaway, Florida. The Sip & Cue is a slaughterhouse used for training prospects on when and 

how to: 1) identify “problem children,” 2) defuse potentially explosive situations, 3) walk away 

from a fight with honor, and 4) engage in a fight with civilians or patch-holders. Problem 

children are men and women who cause trouble with members of a motorcycle club. Problem 

children are usually drunkards who have little sense of what they are getting themselves into 

when seeking an altercation with a member of a motorcycle club. They may also be people with 

whom individuals in the Club have had some bad experience, such as buying defective 

motorcycle parts. Often problem children may be people out to make a name for themselves, and 

tangling with patch-holders is one way of doing so.  

The Sip & Cue sits on a dirt and sand lot, which makes it a bit difficult to park a 

motorcycle, as the kickstand tends to sink into the earth. The lot has huge dips and holes caused 

by years of erosion from rainwater runoff. The building is in a poor state of repair, the exterior of 

which is covered with T-111 rough siding, and is faded gray with age and has holes in places. 

There are no windows, and the only natural light that enters the bar is from cracks around the 

door (the door had a window but it has long since been covered over by boards). We walk in the 

door taking only a few steps inside so as to allow time for our eyes to adjust to the darkness. This 

always makes me a bit nervous, as I can’t see anything at first. I wonder who may be here that 

knows I can’t see just now, and who thinks that perhaps now is good time to get back at me for 

something. And not just me, either; sometimes any patch-holder will do for those looking to 

make a name for themselves. The three of us stand in the foyer for about a minute making small 

talk about the ride from Bear’s house over to the bar. We do this so as not to call attention to the 

fact that we are at a disadvantage to others vis-à-vis their eyes’ adjustment to the poor light. 

Eventually we can see enough to make a quick observation of the place, noting whether there are 

other patch-holders from our club or others, as well as whether there are any possible problem 

children present.  
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 We amble over to the bar, which is shaped roughly like a squared-off horseshoe, about 30 

feet long and 15 feet wide. The bar is made of wood, the sides are covered with the same 

exterior-grade plywood as the outside of the building, and from the floor to about two feet high, 

the sides of the bar are heavily marred from years of being kicked by oil-soaked bikers’ boots. 

The top of the bar is made of one-inch plywood etched with the names of people who have 

patronized the bar over the years, pornographic cartoons, humorous anecdotes, and slanderous 

notes about regular bar patrons. The floor, which used to be carpeted, is now plywood also, but 

in some places shards of thin, beer-and-vomit-stained carpet remain. The place reeks of stale 

beer and cigarette smoke, with a tinge of human sweat and vomit. We love this place. 

 I stand front and center in the bar. To my left is an area measuring about 20 feet by 40 

feet, where there are four electronic dartboards, spaced about five feet apart. Between us and the 

far wall are approximately twelve, three-foot square tables, each with four chairs around them. 

Set at a 45-degree angle facing towards the seating area (and thus away from the bar) stands a 

five-foot tall big screen television. Those sitting at the bar have three other 32” TVs from which 

to choose, one at the center of each side of the bar. Several people are throwing darts on the end 

machines. People smoking cigarettes and drinking draft beer occupy three of the twelve tables; 

their eyes are glued to the big-screen television as they watch a NASCAR race.  

To my right lies an area of equal size filled with six large pool tables. It is hard to tell 

how many people are actually in this part of the bar, as the smoke is so thick I cannot see clearly 

to the far end. It appears that every pool table is being used, and the sounds of cue balls striking 

their targets, curse words bellowed in pleasure and frustration, and classic rock & roll from the 

nearby jukebox fill the air.  

The competing TV and jukebox drown out the prospect standing right next to me, who is 

asking me what kind of beer I wish to drink. Members of the Club believe strongly that there are 

only two kinds of beer worth drinking: Red beer and Blue beer. Red beer is Budweiser and Blue 

beer is Busch; these terms derive from the dominant colors used on the labels. Budweiser and 

Busch are two of America’s oldest beers, and thus members of the Club regard them as 

“authentic.”  Budweiser and Busch are “normal beer” and not “yuppie beer.”  Members associate 

the consumption of many popular American beers with posers and citizens who drink light, dry, 

low-carbohydrate, and dark beers. Members feel that beer should be simple. I turn my head 

slightly toward Prospect Roadkill and reply, “Red beer!” 
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Bear then asks the prospect if there are any problems that we should know about. Upon 

entering any establishment, prospects are trained to scan the place in order to get a sense of the 

general climate and attitudes of the patrons. Scanning is just an initial assessment and thus is 

open to revision as time passes in the bar. The prospect is asked if he notices anyone presenting 

himself or herself as a possible problem child. If he answers yes, then the patch-holder will ask 

him why. On this particular night, the prospect reports on two individuals who may be problem 

children playing pool at the far end of the bar. One man was standing with a pool cue and had 

taken a particular interest in us as we walked in. He then whispered something to his pool 

partner, who looked over at us and then back to his friend and nodded his head. Since then the 

two have been watching us intently. The prospect will pay particular attention to these two as 

time passes, but—and this is very important—he is taught to do so surreptitiously, so that those 

under surveillance are not aware. The prospect will also keep track of the number and type of 

alcoholic beverages those being watched consume. If they get excessively drunk and thus present 

a greater risk for confrontation (assuming that is their intent), the prospect will suggest to the 

bartender that they be cut off. Bartenders in slaughterhouses such as this usually listen to such 

advice.   

Bear next asks if there are any other patch-holders in the bar; the prospect answers no. A 

prospect is trained to look for identifying symbols that others may wear. The most obvious 

symbols are club colors worn on a vest. Often, however, especially in areas where an out-of-

town motorcycle club is not permitted to “fly their colors” (wear their organizational vests while 

riding their motorcycles), men will wear either “support” items or other, more subtle artifacts 

that communicate their association.  

The prospect incorrectly answers Bear’s question. Bear berates the prospect for being 

blind and stupid, then orders him to walk up to the bar and nonchalantly inspect the lettering of a 

belt worn by a man seated right next to where the prospect had ordered our beers. The prospect 

asks to wait a few minutes before walking up to the bar, ostensibly to order another round of 

beers. Bear agrees, and the prospect later ambles up to the bar and orders another round. While 

he waits for the bartender to fill the order, the prospect slowly glances down to read the man’s 

belt. This was not such an easy thing to do; the man was extremely overweight and his huge love 

handles obstructed the prospect’s line of sight. The bartender returns with Red beers.  The 

prospect digs deep into his pockets, and as he pulls out his money, he purposely but skillfully 
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allows a few of the bills to fall from his hand and land on the floor just below the man with the 

belt. The prospect feigns embarrassment as he kneels down to pick up his money, and as he does 

so is able to get a clear view of the stenciling on the belt.  

The prospect walks back over to our table, and as he passes out the beers says “Pistoleros 

MC.”  Bear smiles wryly and slams his massive open hand across the prospect’s back, nearly 

knocking him to the floor. “Well done, Prospect!  Now, do you know who the Pistoleros are and 

their AO [Area of Operation]?”  The prospect replies apprehensively that he does not know the 

answer to either of the questions. Prospects are taught that they should know everything, and 

when they do not have an answer they are usually verbally assaulted by patch-holders; this is 

done so that when the prospect learns the answer to a question he will not easily forget it. Rather 

than tear into the prospect for not knowing, however, Bear decides to tell the prospect to sit and 

have a beer with us. Sharing a beer with patch-holders is a reward for a prospect, not to mention 

something of a surprise to the prospect at this moment—prospects are rarely permitted to drink 

alcohol. Bear tells the prospect that Pistoleros are a “bitch club” (a subordinate associate club) 

for the Bandidos Motorcycle Club, one of the “big three” one percent clubs that dominate the 

outlaw motorcycle club system. Bear goes on to say that the Pistoleros had set up a chapter in 

Pensacola, Florida about three years ago, which is Outlaws Motorcycle Club territory, another of 

the “big three.”  Pistoleros MC’s purpose was to lay the groundwork for a Bandido chapter in the 

future. At the time of this study, the Pistoleros symbols were very similar to the Bandidos except 

that their colors were reversed. This information is relayed to the prospect, and he surreptitiously 

jots down notes, as is the custom for prospects.  

When Bear chose to share this bit of sensitive information with the prospect, it meant that 

the prospect had earned a little respect from the patch-holder. This particular prospect had been 

progressing very nicely for about three months. The prospect takes a long pull off his Red beer 

and begins to relax a little around us. Prospects tend to be very anxious or “on edge” around 

patch-holders. I share a few anecdotes of my prospect experience with this prospect to put him at 

ease; Bear does the same. The prospect asks our advice on a few matters of club-related 

behavior, and Bear and I decide to share a bit more information with him. For example, Bear and 

I agree that a good prospect never makes eye contact with a patch-holder unless the patch-holder 

first initiates conversation. Making eye contact in any other manner often incurs the wrath of 

patch-holders. A good prospect always looks busy at social gatherings and always carries 
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cigarettes, matches, spare lighters, rolling papers, aspirin, notebook, pen, and a tampon. The 

tampon is supposedly to be used in the event of a bullet wound, but I have never heard of one 

actually being used. 

Prospect Roadkill is a handsome, generous man with a gentle nature. Roadkill is retired 

from the U.S. Air Force, stands about 5’ 8” tall, and weighs around 180 lbs. Sometimes I wonder 

what he is doing trying to join this motorcycle club; his demeanor is so pleasant that it contrasts 

sharply with the harshness of the motorcycle club lifestyle. The prospect raises his bottle high 

and swallows the last bit of beer slowly. I ask the prospect if he is having a good time. His 

answer is the correct, learned response: “Working hard and learning much, patch-holder; 

prospects don’t have fun”.  

We three sit silently for a few minutes as we survey the bar. Two men walk in, and from 

the look of their vests it appears that they may be members of another club. The daylight streams 

in behind them, making them little more than silhouettes to us. They stand in the foyer making 

small talk just as we did, allowing time for their eyes to adjust to the light. We send the prospect 

across the room to determine to what club, if any, these men belong. Roadkill walks casually 

over to one of the dart machines and acts as if he is inspecting the darts while he glances at the 

two men. From the symbols on the front of their vests Roadkill identifies them as members of the 

Satan’s Tramps Motorcycle Club. Full members of the Satan’s Tramps wear a round insignia 

over their hearts, which is a miniature version of the center island logo on the backs of their 

vests. The Tramps are one of northwest Florida’s oldest clubs (circa 1970), though the 

organization is very small, with only about 45 members nationwide.  

 The Tramps and the Forgotten Warriors MCs are on friendly terms, but a significant 

amount of animosity exists between them, as the Forgotten Warriors are the first motorcycle club 

to successfully resist the Tramps’ efforts to keep other motorcycle clubs out of the Panama City 

area. It is only after about five years of positive interaction that the Tramps are beginning to 

become comfortable with the Forgotten Warriors.  

The two Tramps are known as “The Colonel” and “Bruno.”  The Colonel commands a 

certain respect among all patch-holders by virtue of the fact that he has been an active member of 

this motorcycle club for over 25 years. Not many clubs have survived for a quarter century, let 

alone have members with them for that length of time. The Colonel is a very large man, standing 

six feet tall and weighing about 280 pounds. He, like so many bikers, has an ample belly, but has 
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a powerful build with large arms and a thick neck. He is in his middle-to-late 50s, has closely 

cropped sandy-brown hair with a bit of gray sprouting here and there, and a short beard. The 

Colonel is a man of few words and does not speak to many people outside the motorcycle club 

system, even when spoken to directly.  

Bruno sports a build similar to that of The Colonel, only he has a bit more belly and is 

slightly taller. His hair is just long enough to curl up over the band of the baseball cap he wears, 

which reads “Damn Right I’m a Tramp!”  He has a short beard and salt and pepper hair. Bruno is 

much more talkative than The Colonel, and he is a man with whom I am very well acquainted He 

owns a small machine shop with which I have done considerable business over the years. The 

Colonel and Bruno walk up to the bar and order a shot and a beer each. They turn and lean back 

on the bar with a commanding air, their elbows stretched back and wide on the top of the bar.  

Bruno is the first to recognize us. His eyes seem to brighten a bit when he recognizes us, 

and he throws his right hand in the air and says “God damn, they’ll let anyone in the shit-hole”. 

He then turns to the bartender, grabs his shot and downs it, picks up his Blue beer and walks 

over. As he nears the table, Bear and I stand up; the prospect stands up and to the side. We move 

out and away from the table in order to greet Bruno. The Colonel remains at the bar sipping his 

beer. Bruno gives Bear and I each a hearty hug and then looks over at the prospect. The prospect 

steps forward and introduces himself: “Hi patch-holder. I’m Prospect, Forgotten Warriors MC, 

Echo Chapter, Florida. Glad to meet you”. Bruno replies with his name, club name, chapter, and 

location, as is the custom, and then asks the prospect for his real name. The prospect replies, 

“My name is Prospect”. Bruno replies, “No, really man, what’s your real name?”  Roadkill 

begins to offer the same response, which is the only one he has been trained to offer patch-

holders, but Roadkill hasn’t met a member of another motorcycle club until now. Before 

Roadkill can repeat himself Bear says, “This is Roadkill. He can find a use for any road pizza 

under the sun; just try him”. Bruno then grabs Roadkill and gives him a big hug and a few heavy 

whacks on his back and says “If these boys put a bottom rocker on you, you’re okay with me”. 

Bruno turns and walks back over to join The Colonel in surveying their kingdom. The prospect 

looks at Bear and me with a rather confused look on his face. Bear says,  

 

One thing, Prospect. you are a prospect for the Forgotten Warriors MC only. You are 

to treat all other club patch-holders with respect, and you will refer to them as patch-
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holder unless they tell you their names, but you may introduce yourself as ‘Prospect 

Roadkill’ from now on. 

Security Training 

Bear gets up suddenly from the table and walks to the bathroom. Roadkill immediately 

follows him. Bear glances casually over his shoulder and by the briskness of his stride I can tell 

he is pleased with the prospect’s hustle. Patch-holders in this motorcycle club never go to a 

public restroom unescorted. A urinating patch-holder is the most vulnerable person in the outlaw 

motorcycle club system. It is a prospect’s duty in public establishments to keep tabs on the 

location of every patch-holder and, if possible, the number of beers each has consumed. 

Prospects track members’ alcohol consumption to gauge who will be going to the restroom next, 

and so that when appropriate, he can ask a full member of the Club to intervene if a patch-holder 

has had too much to drink. At least two members of the Forgotten Warriors died during the 

course of this study from riding their motorcycles while intoxicated. One died during the annual 

national Club meeting in Daytona, Florida. The incident was tragic, and happened just outside 

the Club’s property. The deceased expired in the arms of a long-time member’s “Old Lady” 

(wife) who was rendering first aid. The other member was from a south Florida chapter, and no 

details were available regarding the specifics of his demise. 

It is common knowledge among outlaw motorcycle club members that using the restroom 

in a public place can be dangerous. A man is most vulnerable during the act of urination, and if 

someone wishes to do a person harm, a prime time to do so is while he is relieving himself. The 

Forgotten Warriors have a clear policy that whenever a patch-holder needs to use the bathroom, 

prospects will ensure their safety. Patch-holders do this for one another in the absence of 

prospects.  

Roadkill follows Bear to the men’s room, walks inside with him to inspect the facility, 

and then reemerges once he is satisfied that Bear is alone. Roadkill crosses his arms over his 

chest, and stands in the center of the doorway as if he were placed at parade rest in a military 

formation. I am somewhat surprised; I did not realize Roadkill had such an assertive side to his 

personality. Indeed, Roadkill sends a clear message to everyone in the bar: This men’s room is 

temporarily off limits. I hear the urinal flush, the sound of running water from the sink, and 

finally the telltale sound of a paper towel being ripped from its dispenser. Roadkill moves away 

from the doorway and steps back into an alcove behind the jukebox, making himself barely 
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visible. Bear pulls open the door and looks around, but sees no prospect. He is immediately 

perturbed. Just then Roadkill steps quietly from his little nook and stands just behind and to the 

right of Bear. Bear realizes the prospect was with him and has watched his back. As he strides 

back to our table, Bear pulls a twenty-dollar bill from his front pants pocket, hands it to the 

prospect and says “Three beers”. The prospect knows he has done well and earned yet another 

beer. This is a good night. 

 

 “Hell Week:” Prospecting during Daytona’s Bike Week: Motorcycle Club Basic 

Training.  

Daytona Bike Week is a motorcycle rally that marks the beginning of the AMA’s annual 

racing season. Since 1937 motorcyclists of all kinds have made the pilgrimage from around the 

country (indeed, from around the world) in order to celebrate the beginning of the motorcycle 

riding season. Many motorcycle clubs also make the trek to Daytona in order to hold annual 

meetings. The Forgotten Warriors MC is one such club. In fact, the club purchased land 30 miles 

northwest of Daytona Beach, and on this land members and prospects have built a rather 

impressive campground. 

 Prospecting is regarded by members of the Club as something of an ordeal, but 

prospecting during Daytona’s Bike Week is seen as the ultimate test of a man pledging 

membership to the Club. The myth that has grown surrounding the difficulty of prospecting at 

Daytona is such that many chapters advise their hangarounds to wait until after Bike Week to 

make their intentions known, and thus avoid having to endure Daytona during prospective 

membership.  

 Daytona’s Bike Week officially lasts one week; however, many Club members come a 

week before and stay a week after the rally. Therefore, as far as the Club is concerned, Bike 

Week can be a two-to-three-week event. During this gathering, it is the responsibility of Florida 

chapters of the Forgotten Warriors MC to staff the campground with security details, cooks, 

sanitation services, and basic laborers to help disabled members erect their tents, make and 

maintain fires, run errands to retrieve food and beer, etc. These services, and many more, are 

performed by prospects of the Forgotten Warriors MC. As one who prospected during Daytona, I 

can attest to the difficulty of the work. The hours are very long, and it is common for a prospect 

to work 18-20 hours before being relieved, with some working longer than 24 hours. Some 
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patch-holders tend to regard Daytona as a kind of basic training for prospects. 

 

“Earning Your Shit”: Becoming a Full Member of the Motorcycle Club 

 

 “Bringing Up the Prospect”.  

 The day it is decided that a Prospect has satisfactorily completed the necessary training 

and education is the day that man will “earn his patch”. It may be helpful at this point to review 

the organizational symbols earned thus far during the prospective phase of membership: 1) a 

bottom rocker, which contains the area of operation (AO) claimed by the club; 2) an MC patch 

signifying that the wearer is becoming a member of a motorcycle club; and 3) a “Prospect” name 

tag which identifies the wearer’s tentative affiliation with the organization. These three 

instrumental symbols—the bottom rocker, MC, and name tag—represent the entirety of symbols, 

both personal and organizational, on the vest of a prospective member. Other personal or 

intimate symbols may also be placed on the inside lapels of the Prospect’s vest. Such symbols 

are often given to the prospect by full members in recognition of service to the organization, 

personal recognition of some specific feat performed by the prospect, or in memoriam of 

deceased members of the Club. 

The organizational decision of whether to accept a prospect as a full member of the Club 

takes place one month before the prospect will receive his final test. This time period is 

important for members of Echo Chapter, who must communicate this fact with members from 

other chapters. Members from other chapters often form personal bonds with prospects, although 

prospects are often unaware that they are so positively regarded, and as such want to be present 

when the prospect becomes a Brother. Rarely, a member from another chapter may have a 

grievance with the prospect and will attend the meeting in order to formally register his 

complaint and provide conditions for resolution. Chapters normally prefer to patch out new 

members at larger organizational gatherings such as state and regional meetings. This allows a 

prospective patch-holder to experience his transformation in the context of as many full members 

as possible. Patching out at a large organizational gathering also serves to foster a sense of group 

identity and organizational cohesion. However, if the prospect earns his patch during a time 

when no such meetings are scheduled, the prospect will be patched out during the next regular 

chapter meeting. When this is the case, invitations to attend the patching out are extended to 
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various Club members around the region. Indeed, when a prospect distinguishes himself 

positively in the opinion of certain members outside the prospect’s chapter, often these members 

will request of a prospect’s sponsor that he be informed of the “patch out” date so that he may 

attend. The process by which a sponsor “brings up” a member for consideration for full 

membership is as follows.  

Club meetings are run democratically, and under Robert’s Rules of Order, a sponsor must 

wait until end of a chapter meeting when the president asks for input under “the good of the 

order”. When recognized, the sponsor will begin by stating clearly that he proposes full 

membership for his prospect. The sponsor will then report on the duration of training time (a 

minimum of six months, but usually longer) and also a subjective evaluation of the quality of 

training received. The sponsor asks the chapter for feedback regarding the quality of training and 

thus the state of readiness of the prospect to assume full membership status. If another member 

of the organization disagrees with the sponsor and does not regard the prospect as ready for full 

membership, he must state clearly the reasons underlying this opinion. Further, this member 

must present specific conditions for the changing of his position. In other words, a member may 

not cast a “no vote” without explicating the processes by which a prospective member may 

rectify his standing with this dissenting member. Of course discussion is encouraged between a 

dissenting member and other members of the chapter--especially the sponsor--but if a dissenting 

member cogently presents reasons for not granting full membership, the brotherhood will respect 

his wishes and the prospect will remain a prospect until the conditions set forth by the dissenting 

member are met.  

 During my research there was only one instance where a prospective member’s 

candidacy for full membership was opposed by a single patch-holder. For now it is sufficient to 

state that the opposition of a prospective member’s ascension is rare. The rarity with which such 

opposition takes place derives from the fact that an ongoing line of discourse exists regarding a 

prospect’s training, and thus bringing a prospect up for full membership should not be a surprise.  

 

“Mud Check:” One Final Test. 

The day a prospect earns his patch and becomes a full member of the Club may well be 

the hardest day the man experiences during his entire Club experience. On this day, the prospect 

is systematically excluded from the normal operations of a regular chapter meeting, and is given 
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a series of demeaning chores. Prospects must be “mud checked” one final time to erase any 

doubt in the minds of all patch-holders as to the personal commitment the prospect has made to 

the organization. A “mud check” can also be described as a test of intestinal fortitude, a gut-

check used to determine where a man’s breaking point, if one exists, lies. 

Usually, prospects are treated with a sort of benevolent condescension. Benevolent 

condescension refers to a style of interpersonal communication which serves to demarcate 

organizational strata. This communication technique is used by patch-holders to interact with 

prospects in such a way as the prospect and all who witness such interactions understand 

implicitly that the patch-holder holds much higher status within the organization than does the 

prospect. However, it is important to note that “normal” benevolent condescending 

communicative behaviors are delivered in a light-hearted if not jovial manner, and should not be 

disrespectful of the individual. To disrespect the individual, in this case the prospect, is to 

disrespect the man’s service to his country, and thus to disrespect a fundamental organizational 

value. To treat a prospect with disrespect, especially in public or in the presence of non-patch-

holders, is considered behavior unbecoming a patch-holder and is strongly discouraged. Of 

course there exist certain contexts in which prospects are treated in less than a benevolent or 

respectful manner. Such circumstances include egregious violations of Club protocols, especially 

those that potentially place organizational members in some sort of jeopardy. The most important 

of these expectations is the day a prospect patches out.  

Before a prospective member may undergo the ritual of transformation from initiate to 

full member, he must endure one final ritualistic stripping of identity: one final mud check. This 

life-crisis ritual of transformation is analogous to that of a pupa emerging from a chrysalis. For 

the pupa this process must certainly be one fraught with uncertainty and danger; the pupa has no 

experience with the world outside its cocoon, it knows not what lies ahead, and uncertainty 

predominates in the mind of a prospect at this critical juncture of his outlaw experience.  

The “patching out” ritual represents a final phase of membership in which a prospect will 

either emerge from his long and arduous prospect phase as a patch-holder or he will walk away 

from the organization, perhaps in shame, but certainly transformed forever from the citizen he 

was to something else. This “something else” represents the unknowable to the prospect; perhaps 

he will become a person in limbo, a Lazarus who does not fit into the dominant culture of 

American society and one who could not make it in the outlaw motorcycle system-- a state of 
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perpetual liminality. To be sure, the idea of leaving the Club and being forced to return full time 

to the dominant culture and be a “citizen” is viewed as a last resort, even an impossibility. Thus 

the patching out ritual represents a terrifying experience for a prospect, one in which uncertainty 

reduction is of paramount concern.  

As stated above, only the patch-holders are aware that a prospect will be considered for 

full membership during a given meeting. Not even the old ladies know what is about to happen. 

A typical patching out ritual is detailed below. While certain contextual elements of the ritual 

may vary widely, such as the type of organizational meeting, the number of patch-holders in 

attendance, the location of the meeting, etc., what follows is an accurate portrayal of the process 

in the Forgotten Warriors MC.  

The patching out ritual typically occurs at the end of a normal business meeting. During 

the course of this meeting the prospect is kept busy attending to an inordinate amount of menial 

tasks. It is normal for prospects to arrive early at a meeting place, sometimes the night before, so 

that they will have time to set up for church. Duties include arranging tables and chairs, 

providing additional lighting if necessary, and establishing a perimeter for ensuring visual and 

aural security, which may entail the clearing of brush or the covering of windows. Prospects may 

also prepare foods to be cooked, procure adequate quantities of beer and other beverages, and cut 

and stack firewood in case some members prefer to camp outside. Prospects are indeed busy 

during a “normal” meeting, but the day in which one may be brought up for membership finds 

this particular prospect working almost impossibly hard. The work will not, of course, be 

considered of sufficient quality. Berating a prospect for untimely completion of missions and 

errands, for poor quality of task execution, for incorrect or insufficient knowledge of the origins 

and meanings of dominant organizational symbols are all part of the process of ritualistically 

diminishing the prospect’s stature one last time. It is important to note that heretofore the 

prospect has been routinely praised for his performance. He has learned well over the course of 

the past six months or year. On this day, the day in which he may earn his patch, he will be able 

to do nothing correctly, at least in the eyes of the patch-holders. 

The prospect is ordered into the meeting place—not uncommon at the end of a regular 

meeting—and is immediately set upon by the membership. He is berated for his physical 

appearance, for his performance of late as a prospect, for something which he has done to “piss 

off the brotherhood”. The sponsor must then say privately to the prospect, “I don’t know what 
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the hell you’ve done, but now is a good time to tell me. Maybe I can convince the brothers not to 

take your shit”. Taking a prospect’s “shit” means stripping him of his organizational symbols, 

thus dismissing him from prospective membership.  

At this point the prospect will often begin to lose his composure, as he is at a loss to 

explain any unsatisfactory performance on his part. Indeed, when pressed by other members to 

disclose his transgression(s), he begins to stammer his speech, his eyes search wildly, helplessly 

about from patch-holder to patch-holder, trying desperately to locate a friendly face. The 

prospect’s search is of course in vain, as each member is a confederate in this final burlesque. 

When the prospect is able to make eye contact with someone, he is scorned for having done so, 

and is warned to look away immediately. The patch-holder in question will say, “Don’t eye-fuck 

me, boy!  You’re in this one alone; don’t look at me for help”. A chapter Sergeant-at-Arms (or 

two, or three) next surround the dumbfounded prospect, physically restrain him, and, using large 

military-type knives, begin to cut away the organizational symbols sewn to the prospect’s vest. 

As they do this they speak harshly with the prospect saying things such as: “You never deserved 

to wear this bottom rocker in the first place,” or, “What the hell were you thinking, you stupid 

fuck, that you could wear my patch?”, or, “I’ve wanted to cut this shit off since you first put it on. 

It’s mine now (referring to the bottom rocker), and there’s not shit you can do about it”.  

At this point the prospect begins to fight a little so as to not let the Sargeants-at-Arms 

remove anything further from his vest. When he does this, the Sargeants-at-Arms put him at a 

disadvantage, as it’s called, so that he is unable to move at all. His symbols are forcefully and 

completely removed and he stands before the brotherhood as if naked and shamed.  

 

The Moment of Truth. 

Verbal assaults and barrages continue to batter away at the prospect’s resolve. He has 

done nothing wrong that he can think of, and yet these men whom he has just begun to trust seem 

ready to kill him and forget that he ever existed. “What have I done to deserve this?” the 

prospect asks himself, and for a fleeting moment he sees the opportunity for all the bullshit to 

end. This may be the opportunity for all the trials and tribulations, tests of courage and intellect, 

and seemingly inane missions to end. The prospect thinks, “I can just walk away and never look 

back”. The moment of truth is at hand, membership in the club looms just out of sight for this 

man, yet he must take one final step into the abyss. The prospect is told by the chapter president 
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that he may walk out of the meeting place unharmed, now and forever, and that his prospective 

membership may terminate, or, if he has the guts, he may begin the prospective membership 

phase over again, from the beginning.    

Members begin shouting, “What’s it gonna be, Hangaround?”, and, “He’s too much of a 

pussy to do it again. Let’s quit wasting our time on this piece-a-shit and grab a beer”. The 

members start a mock-disbanding of the meeting by shuffling towards the door—that is everyone 

except the former prospect’s sponsor, the chapter president, and the attending SAs, all of whom 

stare unwaveringly at the former prospect. The prospect blinks a few times in apparently deep-

but-confused thought, eyes darting this way and that. He seems to be in a state of shock, but 

somehow manages a few words, which state emphatically that he is “a prospect for life” and will 

indeed start again.  

 

The Oath of Brotherhood. 

The exiting members stop in their tracks, conduct a mass about-face, and form a circle 

around the dazed, but apparently brave, former prospect. The sponsor and president stand the 

former prospect at attention and instruct him to raise his right hand so that he may be 

administered his oath (he does so). The oath seems to be the same one the former prospect took 

some seven months ago; the words are certainly hard to forget. But there is one aspect of this 

oath that is different than before, one word has been substituted by a phrase, and the replacement 

of that word will forever change this man. This phrase, merely two words, has the power to pull 

this man out of his state of liminality.  

Seven months prior this man swore to uphold the status and duties of a prospect to the 

best of his ability. Now as Red reads from the scroll, the former prospect repeats just as he did 

when he took the first oath of a prospect. However, there is one distinct difference in this oath: 

the phrase “patch-holder” replaces “prospect.”  The Marine pauses when he hears the phrase 

“patch-holder,” not believing his ears. Red repeats himself while allowing a wide, semi-toothless 

grin to spread across his face. This expression is mirrored in the faces of all patch-holders 

present. The Marine’s eyes swell with tears almost immediately upon uttering the phrase “patch-

holder”.  

As he looks around the room his eyes are met by his new brothers, and whereas only 

moments before he saw contempt, loathing, and disappointment in those same eyes, he now sees 
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reverence, respect and love. The members of the chapter have silently formed a tight circle 

around their new brother as he completes his oath. One can barely see what is happening in the 

center of this circle, the brothers are so closely formed. It is as if they are forming something 

akin to a womb out of which will emerge a new being, his prospect’s education notwithstanding, 

in need of further guidance from his more learned and experienced brothers.  

When the oath is complete, the President is the first to give the new brother a hug and a 

kiss, followed by the new brother’s sponsor, the Sargeants-at-Arms, and every member in 

attendance, one-by-one, each with unique words of congratulations and affection. Immediately 

after the congratulations are showered upon the new brother, his former sponsor presents him 

with his full set of Club colors. Each member of Echo Chapter signs the center island, the 

organizational icon, on the back so that the new Brother carries with him something of each 

Brother everywhere he goes. A courtesy card from a deceased member is also included 

underneath the center island, which is immediately sewn to the back of the man’s vest.  

 

Creating a “Baby Patch”: The Sharing of Organizational and Personal Symbols of Identity 

 

Once a prospect earns his patch and becomes a full member of the Club, he is usually 

showered with gifts from his new members. Patch-holders give articles of clothing to the new 

Brother so that he may emerge from the meeting place with the symbols of full membership. 

Others such as hangarounds, prospects, and old ladies will not recognize this man as what he was 

when last he left them: now he is transformed and will be accorded the respect and deference that 

full membership brings a patch-holder. The types of gifts vary according to the relationship the 

new patch-holder has with each member of the chapter, and not all members of the chapter 

always give gifts at a patching-out ceremony. Nevertheless, the gifts received after earning one’s 

patch often include: new or used articles of clothing such as belts, hats, sweatshirts or t-shirts; 

Club paraphernalia such as beer bottle or can coolers, bumper stickers, decals, banners, wall 

plaques, or flags; jewelry such as Club rings, earrings, necklaces, wrist or arm bands; and other 

miscellaneous items such as clocks, knives, holsters, blankets, and framed lithographs or photos, 

all of which are emblazoned with the organizational logo. Many of the articles of clothing that do 

not clearly display the organization’s colors or logo do contain acronyms such as “WFFW,” 

which stands for “Warriors Forever, Forever Warriors,” or “WMC”, which stands for “Warriors 
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Motorcycle Club”.   

When a member bequeaths a personal item, especially one that he has worn or owned for 

many years, it symbolizes a deep personal bond, a significant interpersonal relationship that has 

been formed over the months the prospect has served his would-be Brothers. When the 

relationship is especially strong, as sometimes happens between a prospective member and his 

sponsor, the gift can be seen as the passing down of organizational heirlooms. For example, a 

longstanding tradition of gift-giving exists in this organization, which was established more than 

twenty-five years ago by the charter members, which, in turn, was an extension of a similar 

initiation ritual conducted by in-country, experienced combat veterans of the Vietnam Conflict. 

According to senior members of the Club, all of whom are Vietnam combat vets, once an FNG 

(Fucking New Guy) had survived enough combat missions to prove that he has the mettle to be 

effective in combat and thus not pose a danger to those around him, he would be accepted into an 

inner circle of soldiers within a unit. Similar to the relationship outlined above, sometimes 

interpersonal bonds were formed and a rough sort of gift-giving ritual of acceptance was 

conducted. 

 The gift-giving ritual is important to this motorcycle club for at least two reasons. First, 

the giving of gifts represents formal acknowledgement of interpersonal relationships that have 

formed over time. Second, the newly acquired symbols—especially those articles of clothing that 

are tattered by much use—symbolize a new identity for the wearer: a bifurcated identity that is 

both individual and organizational. A new patch-holder’s inexperienced status is easily 

recognizable by brightly colored, new organizational symbols, a clear sign of novice status to all 

within the system. Bequeathed symbols denote complete acceptance of the person, and complete 

assimilation into a new culture. The well-worn symbols given the new Brother suggest some 

longevity with the organization. As stated above, it is well known within the outlaw motorcycle 

club system that bright, clean organizational symbols and “fresh” patches are signs of 

inexperience. Even though a new patch-holder may have successfully completed his initial 

education, he still has much to learn about interacting with members of other motorcycle clubs. 

Longstanding members of a motorcycle club sport club colors that are very worn, faded, and 

indeed filthy. To the uninformed observer, club colors such as these may well appear to have 

been purposely soiled; however, such is not the case. Members’ club colors become soiled over 

long periods of time from being worn while flying their colors. Debris and grime from the road 
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surface is deposited on one’s attire while riding a motorcycle, add to this the cumulative effects 

of ultraviolet radiation from the sun and the buffeting effects of the wind at freeway speeds over 

time, and one’s motorcycle club colors begin to deteriorate relative to the number of miles ridden 

and the years of wearing the garment. So it is that well worn and filthy-looking motorcycle club 

colors are not only symbols of organizational longevity, but also markers of devotion to the 

outlaw biker lifestyle.  

 

Chapter Summary 

 

 This chapter outlined in detail the process by which an interested person may become a 

member of the Forgotten Warriors Motorcycle Club. This three-step process begins with hanging 

around the Club, next comes the prospective phase of membership, and finally one becomes a 

full member, or patch-holder in the Club. This chapter also discussed the recruitment processes 

used by Club members. Links were made between members’ military experiences and the 

education and training processes used by the organization. Indeed, the prospective phase of 

membership can easily be seen as a form of basic training, similar to that used in the military.  

A prospective members’ sense of individual identity must be broken down in order for 

the organization to rebuild it into an identity ultimately compatible with its mission. This form of 

acculturation distinguishes between education and training. Education comes first and consists of 

the learning of organizational history, the meanings behind organizational symbols and their 

associated rituals, as well as group and systemic norms. Training is used once a novice 

demonstrates sufficient theoretical knowledge about inter-organizational, or systemic, norms. In 

other words, once a prospect shows he understands how members of clubs should interact he is 

given the opportunity to apply this understanding in real-world situations. 

Finally, this chapter elucidated how Club members share personal and organizational 

symbols with a newly accepted full member. This sharing of well-worn symbols contributes to a 

reinforcing of the bonds between individuals and the individual-to-organization. To those outside 

the club, these symbols enhance the credibility of the wearer. Though he may be a “baby patch,” 

the organization has placed in him a great trust, and the older symbols worn by previous and 

current members demonstrate this.  

Chapter six extends the discussion of organizational symbols first by examining closer 
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the Club’s colors and then detailing formal and information Club activities.  
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CHAPTER 6 

 

 

THE LIFE: A CULTURE OF PATCH-HOLDERS 

 

 

Introduction and Chapter Overview 

 

Chapter five provided insight into how a novice becomes a member of the Club and how 

organizational symbols denote his status during the process. This chapter addresses 

organizational symbols in greater detail and how those symbols are important during the daily 

lives of Club members. The chapter begins with organizational symbols and then transitions to a 

treatment of individual symbols worn by Club members. Also treated in great detail is the 

Harley-Davidson motorcycle as a dominant symbol in the motorcycle club system, and how it is 

significant to members of the Club. The chapter concludes with a description of major Club 

social events and rituals. 

 

 Symbols of an Outlaw Motorcycle Club  

 

 Organizational Symbols 

 

 Club Colors.  

 Members of the Forgotten Warriors Motorcycle Club (FWMC) display their 

organizational symbols on the back of a leather vest or “cutoff,” a denim jacket with the sleeves 

removed. Members of the FWMC believe that there are three distinct parts of their Club colors 

where organizational, group, and individual symbols are displayed: the back-patch, the front, and 

inside the vest. The back-patch represents the back of the vest where the Club’s primary symbols 

are displayed. The front of the vest is divided into right and left lapels and panels that extend 

from the top of the shoulders down to the waist. The back side of the lapels and front panels 

represents the inside of the vest.  

All but three Club members wear leather vests and do not approve of wearing cutoffs. 
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They wear leather because they believe it is a more appropriate medium for their organizational 

symbols; leather vests denote a higher degree of respectability and “class.”  Cutoffs are worn by 

members who hold a one-percenter mentality; these members tend to devote themselves to the 

outlaw biker lifestyle more than those who wear leather vests. The three members who wear 

cutoffs believe that displaying their Club colors on a cutoff communicates a deeper commitment 

to the motorcycle club lifestyle: a quasi-one-percent mentality. Indeed, the cutoff wearers are 

either self-employed or perform seasonal construction, and enjoy traveling widely across the 

state of Florida, the Southeast region, and to certain national club events in Texas, California, 

and New Mexico.  

Respect for Club Colors 

It has been reported that motorcycle club members defecate on, urinate on, and pour vile 

concoctions of fluids on a new club member’s colors (e.g., Thompson, 1966; Watson, 1993). 

This is not a practice that would be tolerated among any of the motorcycle clubs observed during 

this study. Motorcycle club colors are forbidden to even touch the ground, let alone be subjected 

to human bodily wastes. Indeed, woe to anyone—full member or total stranger—who disrespects 

the organization’s symbols in such a way. Not a single member of any motorcycle club 

interviewed during the course of my research indicated that his club colors had ever been 

desecrated by human waste as part of a sanctioned organizational ritual.  

The Back-Patch 

The back of the vest is organizationally-defined space. Here, the motorcycle club dictates 

what symbols are worn and their precise location. The club allows no individual or personal 

symbols, or deviation from the prescribed symbol arrangement. The prescribed arrangement for 

FWMC is as follows: 

The name of the motorcycle club is listed in a “top rocker” centered across the shoulders 

of the wearer. This symbol is a semi-circle or arc, which is outlined in red stitching and contains 

red lettering on a black background. The “bottom rocker” is placed just above the waistband of 

the vest, centered approximately sixteen inches below the top rocker. The bottom rocker is a 

smaller, inverted top rocker, consisting of the same lettering, outline and background, and 

containing the club’s geographic territory. In this case, the bottom rocker has the letters “USA”. 

Only the Outlaws MC and the Warlocks MC, both one percent motorcycle clubs, were observed 

wearing a “Florida” bottom rocker during this study.  
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The club’s organizational logo is centered between the top and bottom rockers. In order 

to maintain anonymity for the Club, I will refrain from describing the center island in detail. 

Generally, however, the center logo incorporates the club’s dominate colors of red and black, 

and symbols of military service, heroism and sacrifice into its design. Finally, a small rectangular 

patch containing the letters “MC” (denoting motorcycle club), measuring roughly three-by-five 

inches is placed to the right of the center island, just outside an imaginary arc connecting the top 

and bottom rockers.  

The exact placement of the MC patch is very important. The higher the patch is placed in 

relation to the bottom rocker, the higher the status of the wearer. Initially, the bottom of the MC 

patch is placed parallel to the top-most portion of the bottom rocker. As one rises in status within 

the motorcycle club by holding elected positions, appointed positions, and through service to the 

organization, the MC patch is moved higher on the vest. In some chapters of the Club, Sargeants-

at-Arms and special enforcers wear their MC patches parallel with the bottom of the top rocker. 

This is done in areas where the chapter is not on friendly terms with other motorcycle clubs, law 

enforcement, or both. To identify individuals as Sargeants-at-Arms or special enforcers—those 

who first deal with violence when necessary—is to invite unwanted attention to these 

individuals. Thus, these members are entitled to wear a higher MC patch because any other 

labeling would make them too visible. 

Red is for the Bloodshed, Black is for the Mourning 

The colors red and black are prominent in the Forgotten Warriors’ organizational 

symbols, and these colors hold special meaning for members. Similar to military insignia and 

symbols, each color used in the motorcycle club’s organizational symbols represents an aspect of 

their military service. The dominant color red represents the blood that was shed by members of 

the U.S. military, as well as the blood that was shed by their enemies. Black, though slightly less 

prominent than red, also dominates and represents death and mourning those who died in 

combat. These dominant colors define the motorcycle club. In fact, members in all chapters 

across the nation refer to the “Red and Black” world when speaking about the motorcycle club as 

a whole. One of the first lessons a prospect learns about the Club are the meanings underlying 

the colors used in the organizational symbols. A saying, repeated often by members and 

sometimes displayed in the form of an embroidered patch on the front of their vests, is, “Red is 

for the bloodshed. Black is for the mourning”.  
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While it is not appropriate to describe the actual symbols the motorcycle club uses in its 

center-island, it is important to discuss the other colors and their associated meanings used in this 

icon. In addition to red and black, then, blue, green, brown, yellow, and white are also featured in 

the center-island.  

Blue represents the bravery of all men and women who have served their country during 

times of military conflict. Yellow stands for the cowardice of members of the U.S. government 

that sends the nation’s men (and now women) into combat without a clear-cut reason for doing 

so. Thanks to the recent War on Terror in Iraq, the color yellow has also come to represent the 

commitment of American troops to combat without an exit strategy. White represents purity and 

innocence lost. Members of the Club believe that prior to experiencing combat, individuals 

possess a kind of purity, an innocence that the act of killing another human being erases forever. 

Members of the Club believe that America trains the most elite warriors the world has ever seen.  

However, they also believe that it is not possible to turn a warrior back into a “human being.”  

For many, once a warrior has experienced combat at its worst, he cannot return to the person he 

was before the experience. The color brown represents the Earth on which members have fought 

battles, and for the Nation that those battles have kept free. Finally, the color green represents the 

hope for renewal and growth as individuals and as a society—the hope that one day Americans 

will learn that armed aggression is not the answer to all the world’s problems. 

The Front of the Vest 

Unlike the back of a vest containing the motorcycle club’s colors, the front of the vest is 

individually-defined space. Here, the individual wearing the garment chooses the majority of 

symbols displayed. Before describing some of the idiosyncratic symbols and their meanings, 

though, I will outline the organizationally-mandated symbols required of all members. 

Perhaps the symbol that has the most meaning to members is the American flag, which is 

placed over the wearer’s heart on the left lapel of the vest. This symbol is an embroidered replica 

of the flag, which measures approximately 3 x 5 inches. The flag represents the country for 

which members have fought and bled, and for which others have served in one capacity or 

another. The flag represents duty, honor, and country. Parallel to the American flag, on the right 

lapel, members wear a “unit patch.”  This symbol measures roughly 5 x 7 inches and has a black 

background trimmed in red. The unit patch lists the military unit to which the wearer was 

assigned during combat or at the end of his career if he has no combat experience. The patch is 



 

 108

also embroidered with a representation of the accompanying military campaign ribbon (Vietnam 

service medal, Expeditionary Forces Medal, Southwest Asia Service Medal, for non-combatants 

the National Defense Service Medal, etc.). Directly below the unit patch is a small name-tape, 

approximately 1 x 3 inches in size, which bears the wearer’s road name. 

Symbols of service to the organization itself are also placed on the front of the vest. For 

example, the club bestows symbols recognizing a member’s longevity with the organization at 

the five-year and ten-year milestones. The five-year patch is approximately four inches in 

diameter, has red lettering and border on a black background, and displays the phrase “5 years” 

prominently in the center. Atop the circle on the outside of the perimeter is centered a small 

version of a “top rocker” containing the club’s name, “Forgotten Warriors,” and in similar 

fashion, a “bottom rocker” with the words “Motorcycle Club.”  A “Life Member” patch is 

awarded on the tenth anniversary of a member earning his patch. This symbol is the same size as 

the five-year patch, but in place of the “5 years” the words “Life Member” are embroidered in 

shiny gold lettering.  

 Members wearing a small one-inch by three-inch red and black patch containing the 

letters “TCB” have distinguished themselves by performing some violent form of group norm 

enforcement. The letters TCB stand for “Taking Care of Business”. Usually, this symbol is 

earned by “educating” problem children. This practice refers to physically forcing an individual 

or individuals outside the organization to cease unsuitable behavior toward the Club and its 

members. For example, during the course of this study a member of Club was found to be 

manufacturing distributing methamphetamine. Members of the Club learned through personal 

contacts that local law enforcement officials were aware of this activity but lacked sufficient 

evidence to obtain a search warrant for the man’s premises. Echo Chapter leadership decided it 

was in the members’ best interests to verify that this former member had absolutely no 

organizational symbols or information of any kind left in his possession, including club gear and 

members’ personal contact information. The Forgotten Warriors do have members who use 

illegal drugs, including methamphetamine (called “crank”), but the consumption of illegal drugs 

is not condoned in the organizational charter.  

Four members of Echo Chapter—all of whom were Sargeants-at-Arms—forcibly entered 

the offending member’s home, searched for and removed all organizational symbols and 

paraphernalia. The offending member’s club colors were also taken, and he was given an order 
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to report to the club leadership with evidence of having scheduled himself for drug rehabilitation 

program within the next week. Failing to do so would result in his being dismissed from the Club 

on bad terms. He was also told that a member of Echo Chapter, most probably a sergeant-at-

arms, would accompany him to each meeting. Further, he was to present himself to the entire 

chapter and explain in detail his illegal drug sales activities, and how they could possibly affect 

members of the Club. The offending member did not comply, but instead left the area later the 

next day. Members learned later through personal contacts that the offending member was 

arrested for methamphetamine production and distribution, and is now serving a ten-year 

sentence in a U.S. Federal penitentiary. 

Inside the Vest 

 Members of the Club also place symbols on the inside of the front portions of their vests 

or cut-offs. These symbols are rarely seen by anyone other than the wearer, though at times it is 

possible to catch a brief glimpse of the symbols sewn to the inside of this part of the garment. 

Members who place symbols in this location are doing so in order to signify deeply personal 

aspects of their lives. For example, one member, Red, wears the unit patch and nametag of 

deceased club member, Trapper. Trapper was Red’s sponsor and the two became very close. 

Trapper died of cancer three years before the time of this study, and Red was with him every day 

during the worst of Trapper’s battle with and ultimate loss to cancer. Red believes that by 

wearing these symbols of his club “daddy” and closest of personal friends, Trapper rides on with 

his Brothers. Red does not like to talk about the passing of his Brother but does show these 

symbols to prospects when they have shown Red that they are worthy individuals. He then puts 

the prospects on missions to find out who Trapper was and what he did for the Forgotten 

Warriors MC. In so doing, Trapper’s memory lives on in the organization. 

Other symbols placed inside the vest include patches that list the names of deceased 

brothers in arms from members’ days in military combat. Also, members wear the nametags of 

former members of the motorcycle club who have left the organization on good terms. Indeed, a 

common theme seems to emerge when observing the types of personal symbols that adorn the 

inside of members’ vests: that of remembrance.  
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Individual Symbols 

 

Individual symbols are worn only on the front of a member’s vest or cutoff. The 

Forgotten Warriors MC has only two written policies limiting what members may place on the 

front of their vests: 1) no member may place any type of insignia or sign that brings disrespect to 

the Forgotten Warriors MC, and 2) if any full-patch member of the club finds a symbol offensive 

that is placed on the front of another member’s vest, the offensive symbol may be brought to a 

chapter vote in order to decide whether the individual must remove the article.  

During the course of this study, two individual symbols were found to be unacceptable 

for wear on the Club’s colors. The first symbol was a “white power” patch, which measured 

approximately four-by-six inches and contained an embroidered white fist centered on a black 

patch, with the word “White” above and the word “Power” embroidered below. The patch 

appeared to be an obvious play on the Black Power “fist” symbol of the civil rights movement 

during the 1960s. Red, the chapter president, believed that the patch represented an 

overwhelmingly racist philosophy, and as such did not believe that a member of his chapter 

should be wearing it. Red said that a member’s wearing such a patch cast the entire motorcycle 

club in a racist light. Red first asked the wearer to remove the patch, but when the member 

refused, the matter was put to a chapter vote. The chapter voted 27-1 for the removal of the 

symbol.  

The second offensive symbol was a World War II Nazi military emblem, which happened 

to be worn by the single dissenting member of the “white power” vote. Tellingly, the member 

who wore this patch chose “Kraut” as his road name. Bear found Kraut’s Nazi emblem to be 

personally offensive and asked him to wear it on the inside of his colors. Kraut refused to remove 

the insignia from the front of his vest and so the matter also went before the entire chapter. The 

debate was heated and Kraut presented a compelling argument that the symbol was worn by a 

member of his family during World War II (that family member being a German national), and 

was no more offensive than any of the other American military symbols that represented the 

killing of “gooks,” or Vietnamese citizens. The chapter voted 25-3 for Kraut to remove the patch 

from the outside of his vest and place it on the inside. Kraut refused to do so and during the next 

chapter meeting resigned his colors and left the organization. 

Members of the club wear a great many symbols of their military service on the front of 
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their club colors. Members who were distinguished in combat by earning decorations proudly 

display miniature versions of their medals, usually positioned just below or above the club’s 

mandatory unit patch. For instance, Red has a miniature Bronze Star medal placed just below his 

unit patch, and Low Rider Louie wears his Silver Star in a similar location. Members also wear 

military badges they earned during active duty such as Combat Infantry Badges, Airborne Jump 

wings, Aviator or Aircrew wings, Air Assault wings, Pathfinder badges, Scuba badges, Navy 

SEAL Eagle and Trident badges, and Army Special Forces and Air Force Combat Control Team 

member crests. 

The Forgotten Warriors MC hosts an annual motorcycle poker run and weekend-long 

motorcycle meet in honor of Memorial Day. This takes place in Pensacola, Florida. The Club has 

leased property where members and their guests may enjoy biker-related activities such as 

improved camping (with full Recreational Vehicle hookups), primitive camping, onsite food and 

beverage sales, live music, motorcycle parts and accessories vendors, and tattoo and piercing 

artists. The weekend observance culminates in a formation run to a half-scale version of the 

Vietnam Memorial, also called “The Run to the Wall.”  The club has sponsored this run for nine 

consecutive years as of this writing, and awards members who attend the observance a small 

patch commemorating each year. The patch is a small rocker with red lettering and border on a 

black background that reads, “Run to the Wall I,” “Run to the Wall II,” and so on up to “Run to 

the Wall IX.”  Members proudly display their support for this motorcycle club tradition by 

affixing the rockers in descending order, one on top of the other, beginning just below their unit 

patches on the front of their club colors. For example, Tex has attended all Runs to the Wall, and 

so has all nine rockers extending from just below his unit patch down one entire side of his club 

colors.  

 A small faction of the club, about eight members, prides itself on riding motorcycles 

absolutely everywhere, in all weather conditions, no matter the distance. These members call 

themselves “The Black Sheep.”  They have a patch that distinguishes a member as a Black 

Sheep, which is worn high on the right shoulder of the front of the vest (approximately one inch 

from the top seam of the vest, which separates the front of the vest from the back.)  The patch is 

approximately three-by-four inches in size, uses the standard red background and lettering, and 

resembles an ace of spades playing card. Where an ace of spades would have the letter “A” in the 

top left and bottom right corners, this patch has the letter “B” in the upper left corner and the 
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letter “S” in the lower left, denoting the words “Black Sheep.”  In the center of the patch is a 

large red spade.  

The ace of spades is particularly symbolic and significant to members of the Forgotten 

Warriors MC. During the Vietnam Conflict, certain members left “Death Cards” behind after a 

successful search and destroy mission. Members report that Death Cards were an effective form 

of psychological warfare. The cards were similar to ordinary playing cards, except that every 

card in each pack was the ace of spades, and the backside of each was emblazoned with the 

members’ military unit symbols. Units would leave these cards as a message to the Vietcong, 

telling them who was responsible for the death and destruction left behind. According to 

members, the ace of spades playing card held significance, and was left on special occasions, 

such as the elimination of a specific military target. The spade symbol is prominent in a number 

of Special Forces unit emblems and crests.  Figure 6.1 shows an electronically scanned image of 

a club member’s Death Card kept from his service with the 1st Cavalry Division during the 

Vietnam Conflict. The 1st Cavalry Division unit emblem, the coat of arms, is found on the back 

of the card.  

 

Figure 6. 1 Vietnam Conflict Death Card 

 

Symbols displayed on the front of members’ vests also represent their personal 

philosophies or worldviews. One unique example is that many members who served in combat in 

Vietnam have overwhelmingly negative attitudes towards actress Jane Fonda for her anti-war 
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activities. In film footage shot during a trip to North Vietnam in 1972, Jane Fonda appeared at 

the controls of a North Vietnamese anti-aircraft weapon. Much controversy surrounds what she 

may have said regarding American soldiers’ actions during the Vietnam conflict, and it is beyond 

the scope of this study to explore what is historically accurate, but to members of the Forgotten 

Warriors, Jane Fonda is a traitor. Without exception, Vietnam Conflict combat veterans in the 

Club become enraged when discussing Jane Fonda’s perceived anti-war actions. Nearly every 

Vietnam combat veteran in the chapter wears some sort of anti-Jane Fonda symbol on the front 

of the club colors. For example, some members wear a patch measuring two-by-five inches, with 

yellow border and lettering on a black background, which reads, “Jane Fonda: American Traitor 

Bitch”. The colors yellow and black are significant for this symbol. Members wearing the patch 

report that the color black represents those who have died in service to the United States, and 

yellow represents Fonda’s perceived act of cowardice and betrayal to her fellow Americans 

serving in the war. Other members wear a “Fuck Jane Fonda” patch that resembles U.S. Air 

Force unit insignia. This anti-Fonda symbol is approximately three-and-a-half inches square, is 

in the shape of a shield, and depicts the Charles Shultz cartoon character Snoopy as the “Red 

Baron,” flying aboard his doghouse. The Red Baron has one paw extended towards the sky with 

middle finger extended, and appears to be shouting the embroidered phrase, “Fuck Jane Fonda!”   

To reiterate, it is not my assertion that Jane Fonda did or did not perform traitorous acts 

during her visit to North Vietnam, nor do I wish to highlight or celebrate the sexism inherent in 

some of the symbols relating to her. The purpose of the discussion above is simply to illustrate 

the social reality observed in the context of the Forgotten Warriors Motorcycle Club. Members 

of other motorcycle clubs encountered during this study also wear these two symbols. 

Motorcycle clubs observed during this study that have members wearing anti-Jane Fonda 

symbols include the Outlaws MC, the Iron Ravens MC, the Sons of Silence MC, the Remaining 

Few MC, the Bandidos [sic] MC, the American Steel MC, the Viet Nam [sic] Vets MC, the 

Warlocks MC, and the Iron Cross MC. 

In a similar display of exclusionary loyalty, certain members wear a small 1 x 4 inch 

rectangular patch with the letters “CDC” centered inside. The patch conforms to the red lettering 

and border on black background color configuration. This patch represents something of a 

philosophical divide between members. The acronym “CDC” stands for “Cunts Don’t Count”. 

The symbol originally represented certain members’ perspectives on the lack of support for a 



 

 114

“club callout”. A club callout is a mandatory meeting of all members to address some inter-

organizational problem.  

In one instance that led to a callout, members of another veterans’ motorcycle club 

incorporated a three-piece patch configuration that included a “Florida” bottom rocker. The 

Forgotten Warriors MC told this club’s leadership to remove the bottom rocker immediately, 

which they refused to do. The offending motorcycle club was given one week in which to 

comply with the order, and were informed that failing to do so would result in “having their shit 

yanked”. To “yank” another motorcycle club’s “shit” is to forcibly remove another motorcycle 

club’s colors from their possession. Most often this happens by physically taking the vests 

containing the club’s colors from the members, but sometimes the patches that comprise the 

organization’s colors will be cut off the vests.  

According to Bear, Red, and Tex, three members of Echo Chapter were seriously injured 

during the yanking of this particular club’s colors, and six members failed to show up for the 

callout. The members who did not show up for the callout cited the fact that their wives would 

not let them go. In other words, the members disclosed to their wives what the callout was for, 

and fearing for the personal safety of their husbands, the wives issued ultimatums stating that the 

members must choose between family and club. If the members went to the callout, the wives 

would leave them and seek divorce. Of course, certain members who did report for the callout 

believe that the non-attending members were hiding behind their wives, using their wives as 

excuses to avoid a probable physical confrontation. 

The members who failed to report to the callout were charged with dereliction of duty 

and a tribunal convened to hear the case. Each member was allowed to present his case and any 

evidence he had in support of his story. Afterward, a single representative of Echo Chapter 

responded with the organization’s evidence—an attendance roster maintained by the chapter 

secretary/treasurer, which listed them as no-shows to the callout. Ultimately, all members were 

acquitted on the basis that the Forgotten Warriors MC bylaws state clearly that members’ 

allegiance to the organization is subordinate to the needs of his family. Members who were 

instrumental in both yanking the other club’s shit and bringing the charges against the non-

attending members had the “CDC” patch made and wore them to the next chapter meeting. 

When asked about the meaning of the letters, Bear stated defiantly that,  

 



 

 115

This is a motorcycle club, not the fucking Masons or the Rotarians. When the time 

comes to take care of business, you don’t ask questions and you don’t hide behind 

your woman. You do what has to be done in order to keep the Brotherhood safe. 

Bylaws be damned in this case; Cunts Don’t Count! 

 

During this study, approximately one-third of Echo Chapter members wore the CDC 

symbol. The symbol has now diffused across the country, both within the ranks of the Forgotten 

Warriors MC and other motorcycle clubs such as the Iron Ravens MC and the Iron Cross MC. 

Club members who do not wear the symbol do so because they believe it to be disrespectful to 

their wives and daughters, and they find the symbol offensive. Interestingly, no club member has 

raised the issue of whether the CDC is offensive enough to bring it to a vote. 

While the CDC patch represents a philosophical division between members of the club, it 

should be taken in the context of all other individual symbols. All other symbols observed during 

this study represent a theme of unity or brothers in arms. For example, many members wear a 

patch of the same size as the CDC patch; one that contains the words “Freedom Isn’t Free,” with 

a drop of blood placed to the right of the text. This symbolizes the perception among members of 

the club that Americans enjoy their freedoms because military veterans have sacrificed life and 

limb in order to ensure that freedom. Another is that of “PTSD: Not all Wounds are Visible”. 

This patch represents members’ support for those who suffer from Post Traumatic Stress 

Disorder. And finally, many members wear a patch that reads, “I Am My Brother’s Keeper”. 

This symbolizes the very high degree of unity among members and an acknowledgement that the 

actions of one affect all members of the organization. Individual symbols such as these can be 

summarized as symbols of commitment to the organization and its members. 

 

“Scooters:” The Harley-Davidson Motorcycle as Dominant Symbol of an Outlaw 

Motorcycle Club 

 

Perhaps the single most obvious symbol of an outlaw biker is his motorcycle. It is 

important to treat in detail the various types of motorcycles owned by members of the Club. 

Motorcycles represent to members much more than a mode of transportation. Indeed, a 

member’s motorcycle speaks more about his commitment to the organization and the outlaw 
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biker system in general than the individual will likely ever articulate through speech or dress. A 

member’s motorcycle can easily be seen as a communication medium used to express his 

worldview—both his personality and his self-selected marginalized status from dominant 

American culture. While there exist many thousands of motorcyclists roaming the highways and 

streets of America, the machines of this outlaw motorcycle club are, to the trained eye, distinct. 

This distinction is manifested in at least two classifications of motorcycle modification: 1) 

chopping or bobbing, and 2) saddle-tramps.  

 

“Choppers, Bobbers, and Saddle Tramps:” Club Members’ Motorcycles with Personality. 

Chopping and bobbing are discussed in detail below. For now, it is important to make the 

point that chopping is widely viewed as an aesthetic, form-over-function style of modification, 

whereas bobbing is very nearly the exact opposite. Bobbing is function-over-form, and centers 

on enhancing the inherent performance capabilities of the machine. Saddle tramps are 

motorcycles equipped to handle extreme long distances and are cruiser-style bikes, or “full-

dress” Harley-Davidson motorcycles. These include the Electraglide, Ultraclassic, and to a lesser 

degree, the Road King models. Among other additions, Saddle Tramps have: large windscreens; 

plush saddles, often with rider back rests for long-distance comfort; large-capacity saddle bags 

and trunks; and “highway” bars that provide alternatives for the rider to rest his feet and legs 

during long rides.  

Members of the Club modify other models of motorcycles for long distance duty, and at 

times members who own choppers or bobbers will configure these machines to carry additional 

gear and provide additional comfort for long distance rides.  At the time of this study, I owned 

two motorcycles, each of which highly modified from their original specifications. The older of 

the pair is a 1953 FLE, a Panhead that started life as a police bike. The newer machine is a 1989 

FLST, a Heritage Softail that originally paraded around the southeast United States loaded down 

with chrome accessories and whitewall tires. The older machine came from the factory without 

rear suspension, and is referred to as a “hard tail.”  Until 1958, Harley-Davidson (H-D) 

motorcycles had wheel suspension only on the front ends of their machines; the rear wheels were 

fixed in the frame, much as bicycles still are today. A spring-loaded seat post that provided a 

couple of inches of travel enhanced a rider’s comfort. The clean lines of the machine—due to the 

lack of rear suspension—have given hard tails status as the frame of choice for chopping and 
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bobbing. Choppers and bobbers alike nearly always have the spring-loaded seat post removed, 

thereby allowing a rider to sit down into the frame of the bike, which reduces weight and 

aerodynamic drag while also allowing for a cleaner look. Because of the lack of rear suspension, 

hard tails take additional skill in route planning and awareness while riding, as one must be ever 

watchful for potholes and other road hazards. It should come as little surprise that riding a hard 

tail is an uncomfortable endeavor, especially on rides of 200-500 miles per day. Add to this the 

fact that many older choppers and bobbers retain their original foot-operated clutching 

mechanisms and hand-operated shifters, and one could easily agree that, compared with modern 

motorcycles, these machines require rare skills to operate. Thus, hard tails require a strong 

commitment to an “old school” outlaw biker ethic.  Members who ride hard tails, myself 

included, do so with pride. 

Perhaps the most revered Harley-Davidsons members ride are Panheads or Shovelheads. 

Panhead and Shovelhead are H-D trademarked terms that refer to motorcycles produced by H-D 

from 1948 to 1965, and 1966 to 1984, respectively. The terms are derived from the shape of the 

motorcycle engine’s valve covers, which are located on top of the motor. Shovelhead valve 

covers resemble the backside of a shovel, and the Panhead valve covers appear to be tin pans; in 

fact, many club members use old Panhead valve covers as pans to hold miscellaneous nuts, bolts, 

and washers during maintenance. While electric-starting motorcycles have been available from 

H-D since as early as 1965, many Panheads and Shovelheads are kick-start-only machines, and 

thus their riders are afforded a certain respect by motorcycle club members, due in large part to 

the perceived difficulty of kick-starting an H-D.  

A prime reason to delete the electric starting option of an H-D has to do with a minimalist 

aesthetic for motorcycles that are “chopped” or “bobbed.”  Riding a chopped or bobbed 

motorcycle is an overt symbol of dedication to what members consider to be “pure” 

motorcycling--but only if the individual chops or bobs his own machine. “Pure” motorcycling is 

riding a machine that one has built himself. Purchasing a chopped or bobbed motorcycle from a 

company is considered by members to be the act of a poser. Chopping, which had its beginnings 

in California sometime during the late 1950s and early 1960s (Sucher, 1977), involves cutting 

portions of a motorcycle frame in order to extend the wheelbase of the machine. Once the 

wheelbase is extended, custom fuel tanks and fenders may be installed that accentuate the long 

lines of the machine. Once the process is complete, the motorcycle is referred to as a “chopper.”  
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An exemplar of this type of modification—indeed, perhaps the most famous chopper—is the 

motorcycle ridden by Peter Fonda in the 1969 movie Easy Rider (see Figure 6.2).  

 

 

Figure 6. 2 "Captain America" Chopper 

Photo used with permission of Outlaws MC 

 

The art of bobbing motorcycles predates chopping, beginning in the 1930s (Sucher, 

1977). This process places emphasis on removing as many parts as possible in order to lighten 

the machine and thus improve acceleration and handling. Removing the exhaust mufflers and 

carburetor air filter in order to increase airflow into and out of the engine enhances engine 

performance. Bobbing motorcycles was originally limited to those machines that were used for 

racing, such as in hill climbing, quarter-mile oval tracks, and land speed runs on the Salt Flats of 

Utah. In fact, at least one aspect of bobbing functionality carries over into a primary aesthetic 

component of chopping–the sissy bar. Early motorcyclists bent on setting or breaking land speed 

records removed even the kick-starting apparatus of their machines in order to shave precious 

pounds off the bikes. In order to start the motorcycles, a small handrail was installed atop the 

rear fender so that an assistant could use it to push start the motorcycle. This handrail was very 

small, rising no more than a couple of inches above the top of the rear fender. Eventually, 

bobbing motorcycles became fashionable among motorcyclists–especially motorcycle club 
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members–and the function-driven modifications gradually evolved into aesthetic modifications. 

This evolutionary process is evident in the transformation of the handrail into the sissy bar, 

which, as Figure 6.2 shows, is a hyper-extended accessory that complements the extended frame 

and front fork assembly of a chopper. Of course, a degree of functionality also exists in the sissy 

bar—that of a passenger back rest. 

 

Scooters with Personality. 

Without question, a sincere motorcyclist must make a commitment to understanding the 

mechanical operations of a chopper or bobber, to respect the machine’s boundaries, 

idiosyncrasies—its personality. I stated above that my 1953 Panhead “started life” as a police 

bike. This anthropomorphizing of a machine is common among members of motorcycle clubs. 

Long-time bikers come to understand implicitly that each machine possesses numerous qualities 

that are distinct in number and type from every other machine. Indeed, members of the Club 

constantly praise and condemn their motorcycles as if the bikes were members of their families. 

A motorcycle’s “personality” refers to the performance characteristics of the machine, 

which can be understood as a function of modifications to the engine, transmission, carburetion, 

exhaust, and final drive assemblies. Each of these components offers innumerable possibilities 

for specific modifications; the seemingly infinite number of permutations underlies the 

idiosyncratic nature of each machine. A change in carburetion or exhaust or ignition or 

compression ratio–or any combination of componentry–results in a motorcycle that is unique in 

the manner in which it starts, accelerates, brakes, and handles, as well as its degree of reliability. 

The degree to which a motorcycle is modified and altered by its owner drives the personality of 

the machine; some are easy to get along with, meaning that they start easily and run reliably, 

while others are very difficult machines that take a lot of time to start and tend to break down 

when they are ridden for long distances.  

Members of the Club believe strongly that it is the biker’s responsibility to spend time 

getting to know his motorcycle in much the same way a cowboy in the Wild West came to 

understand the personality and nature of his horse. This is done by spending time tuning, 

repairing, and riding the machine. The relationship between man and machine is profound 

among members. Most go so far as to name their bikes and to park them indoors—sometimes in 

their living rooms.  
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For example, my bikes are named “Pappy” and “Bob.”  Pappy is the 1953 and is so 

named for his age, as well as for his cranky disposition; the bike can be very difficult to start on 

cold mornings. Bob is the 1989, and has undergone massive alterations from his original form; 

the moniker derives from the fact that the motorcycle is bobbed. Another example is a member’s 

bike named “Scarlet,” named for a personality similar to Vivien Leigh’s character in the movie 

Gone With the Wind.  

The bond perceived by members with their machines is so strong that Club members take 

personally any disrespect shown to their motorcycles. Disrespecting a member’s motorcycle is 

tantamount to disrespecting another member of the Club. Sitting on or even standing too close to 

a member’s bike is one form of disrespect. Other forms of disrespect include negative comments 

about the manner in which the bike is modified, the paint scheme, or even the make or model of 

the machine. Organizational symbols in the form of paint schemes, decals and appliqués are 

emblazoned on members’ motorcycles, usually on the fuel tanks, fenders, windshields (when 

used), oil tanks, and/or front end assemblies—further evidence of the intimate connection 

between man, machine, and organization. Thus, members interpret any disrespect to a machine 

displaying organizational symbols as an affront to the Club.  

Members of the Club who ride older Harley-Davidsons (i.e. pre-1984 models) believe 

that their machines are representative of their social marginalization from the dominant 

American culture. In the late 1960s Harley-Davidson nearly succumbed to the onslaught of 

competition from British and Japanese motorcycle companies, who were able to build more 

reliable, higher performing, and less expensive machines. Indeed, all other American marques 

had long since closed their doors; the last rival to H-D was the Indian Motorcycle [sic] 

Company, which went out of business in the 1950s. American Machine and Foundry (AMF) 

bought H-D in 1969; without this buyout H-D would surely have folded (Sucher, 1977).  

The AMF era of H-D has come to be regarded by bikers as something of a dark time in 

the history of the marque. This era of the Motor Company is marked by drastic motorcycle 

styling and design changes, which were implemented by Willie G. Davidson. Indeed, the stylistic 

changes from this time echo into modern H-D motorcycle design. According to Red, Bear, Tex, 

and Bruno, a member of the Satan’s Tramps Motorcycle Club, during this period H-D-sponsored 

researchers spent considerable time among outlaw bikers while attending national rallies, such as 

those in Daytona and Sturgis, South Dakota, documenting the manner in which bikers were 
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modifying their machines, as well as the attire outlaw bikers were wearing. Red especially enjoys 

talking about all the “freebies” (free gifts) that H-D researchers would hand out during these 

rallies.  

It appears that data from these excursions were used in creating a new image for Harley-

Davidson—not only for their machines, but also for those who purchased their new models. 

Members believe firmly that H-D used them in order to mine information about popular 

motorcycle customizing trends as well as trendy biker attire. Prior to H-D representatives 

attending the major American motorcycle rallies, H-D motorcycles were available in two basic 

models: the “FL” series, a full sized touring motorcycle, and the “XL” series, a relatively small, 

performance-oriented bike called the “Sportster.”  There were other models sold, such as the 

“Flathead” 45 cubic-inch-powered “Servicar,” which was a three-wheeled utility vehicle, and 

small, almost scooter-sized bikes called “Hummers,” but the bulk of the company’s business 

derived from its FL and XL sales.  

Club members took the bulky stock FLs, which they called “Garbage Barges,” and 

removed extraneous materials such as windshields, saddlebags, engine guards, stock seats, and 

fenders—the basis for either chopping or bobbing a motorcycle. Depending on the individual’s 

taste, bikes were then further modified by replacing the large, heavy front fork assemblies with 

those taken from XLs (Sportsters), or hand-fabricated “springer” or “girder” front-end 

assemblies. Front fenders were sometimes turned around backwards and installed over the rear 

tire, allowing the front tire to be exposed, or a very small front fender would be fashioned and 

installed over the front tire. Other modifications included modifying motorcycle frames to 

accommodate very long springer-style front ends, installing small utility trailer fenders as rear 

fenders, and attaching sissy bars and handlebars that extended vertically to outrageous heights; 

handlebars of this style are referred to as “ape hangers.”  The models introduced during the 

1970s and afterwards certainly appear to have been influenced heavily by bikes such as those 

modified by members of the club prior to this period of infiltration by H-D researchers. 

H-D has sold apparel nearly as long as they have sold motorcycles. Prior to the AMF era, 

The Motor Company’s clothing line consisted of garments useful to motorcyclists when riding 

long distances and in inclement weather, as well as fashionable attire suitable for riding to a 

family outing. When researchers returned from Daytona and Sturgis, they brought with them 

data regarding the dress and appearance of contemporary bikers. The clean-cut image of the 
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outlaw biker as portrayed by Marlon Brando in the 1953 movie “The Wild One” had been 

replaced by a less refined, rougher image that combined the more menacing images of a 

stereotypical outlaw from the Wild West with that of the drug culture and hippies. Indeed, 

members of the motorcycle club who were active in the culture during the 1960s and 1970s state 

that the manner in which they wore their hair and beards, in addition to tattoos, leather vests, and 

filthy jeans served to “keep the citizens at bay”. In other words, clothing and personal 

appearance were effective boundary-marking tools used by outlaw bikers. The Motor Company 

then transformed its clothing and apparel line to more accurately reflect what was popular among 

members of the outlaw motorcycle system. 

 

Culture Clash: Sport Biker Meets Outlaw Biker 

 

To conclude this section on the H-D as a dominant symbol of the Club it may be useful to 

relate the events of a dispute between a young sport bike rider and a member of the Club, which 

happened during the course of the present study outside a Hooters restaurant in Tallahassee, 

Florida. A sport bike is defined as a motorcycle designed primarily for racing (street or 

racetrack) applications. Motorcyclists who ride sport bikes (referred to as “sportbikers” by 

members of the club) generally appreciate the machine for its superior acceleration, braking, and 

handling characteristics. While there are sport bike riders who travel long distance on their 

machines, such motorcyclists are in the minority of sport bike riders. The riding position on a 

sport bike is necessarily geared towards performance, and as such is uncomfortable on long 

rides.  

As stated in chapter 5, members of the Club attend “bike nights” such as the weekly 

event at Hooters in order to scope out possible candidates for hanging around, as well as to 

“profile,” which means simply to be seen wearing their club colors in a public setting. The 

anecdote that follows is illustrative of what a motorcycle means symbolically to members of the 

Club. 

Every Thursday evening the Hooters restaurant in Tallahassee, Florida stages a “Bike 

Night” where motorcyclists are welcome to patronize the establishment and are rewarded with 

reduced beer prices. The front parking lot is cordoned off, thereby allowing only motorcycles to 

park. The weekly events are very well attended by motorcyclists of all kinds: outlaw bikers, 
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sportbike riders, long-distance riders, racers, posers and so on. The different factions of 

motorcyclists tend to park their machines in segregated areas according to an unwritten and 

unspoken code; sportbikes are all parked in one area, BMWs in another, outlaw bikers’ choppers 

and bobbers in yet another. Posers’ bikes are on display dead-center at the main entrance to the 

restaurant. The majority of motorcycles are H-D; sport bikes form the next largest set, then 

European marques such as BMW, Triumph, Norton, and BSA. Motorcycle riders tend to 

congregate around their machines, interacting primarily with riders of similar motorcycles; the 

exception to this is when standing in line to purchase beer, when most bikers engage in small talk 

until they are served.  

As stated above, the front parking lot is cordoned off and reserved for bikes only, with 

two entrances/exits, one each on the north and south ends of the parking lot. Most bikers use the 

south entrance, as it is most accessible from the main street; the north entrance shares space with 

other business parking areas and presents additional hazards to motorcyclists. The sportbikers, 

however, tend to park in and around the north entrance to the parking area. A small proportion of 

the sportbikers refer to themselves as “stunt riders” due to their penchant for performing 

acrobatic stunts on their machines. Stunt riders’ bikes are easily distinguishable from other 

sportbikes, thanks to the excessive fairing and body damage done while wrecking and dropping 

their bikes during failed stunt attempts. Stunt riders enjoy “making an entrance” at Bike Night by 

dropping their machines on the ground while dismounting. Stunt riders usually equip their bikes 

with special protective devices that protrude from the frame in order to absorb the bulk of the 

impact during dropping, but these devices are not intended to save the paint or fairings from 

damage.  

On one particular Bike Night in late May, an unusually high number of motorcyclists 

attended the weekly gathering, along with a larger than usual population of stunt riders. The 

parking area reserved for motorcycles was overflowing with bikes, and finding a parking spot 

was difficult. Bear was riding into the parking lot behind a stunt rider, through a crowd of people 

at the south entrance. The stunt rider breached the south entrance to the lot and, upon observing 

the burgeoning parking area, decided to drop his machine in the entrance, thereby blocking 

anyone else’s ability to enter or exit the lot. Bear sat on his bobber for a moment, waiting for the 

young man to move the stunt bike out of the way. Bear “whacked his throttle” a few times 

(briefly opening wide the throttle of the carburetor for the purpose of making exhaust noise) 
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when he noticed the man beginning to walk away from the bike. The stunt rider ignored Bear’s 

attempts to gain his attention. Bear swung the side stand out for his motorcycle, dismounted, and 

proceeded to drag the stunt rider’s motorcycle out of the way. Bear then remounted his machine 

and rode into the parking area in order to join the other members of the club. The stunt rider took 

offense at Bear’s actions, but only muttered something under his breath, which Bear did not hear 

clearly but understood to be disrespectful.  

Members of the Club usually congregate at the south corner of the outside seating area of 

the restaurant. The outside seating area consists of a covered deck, roughly eight feet wide and 

sixty feet long, with a bar extending about fifteen feet from the south end of the restaurant. The 

north end of the outside seating area includes small wrought-iron tables around which four 

people can sit comfortably. The center of the outside seating area is open so that patrons may 

enter and exit the interior of the establishment. Club members choose the south end of the 

outside seating area, primarily because it has direct and unfettered access to the bar and members 

are able to monitor both entrances to the parking area, observe nearly all the patrons mingling 

outside, and watch over their motorcycles.  

The Club has attended the Bike Night each week since Hooters started the event, and so 

both employees and other patrons alike have come to regard the south end of the outside area as 

the Club’s “space.”  By and large, only members of the Club or those individuals wishing to talk 

with members hang around this area. Of course there are motorcyclists who are new to the Bike 

Night who sometimes take a seat at one of the barstools in the south area prior to a member of 

the club arriving. When this occurs, another biker or Hooters employee will usually inform the 

“offender” that the area is “reserved” for members of the Forgotten Warriors Motorcycle Club. 

 Bear joined his Brothers at the south end of the bar, engaged in a friendly greeting ritual 

with close Brothers—a hearty embrace followed by a kiss to the cheek or mouth, depending on 

the closeness of the interpersonal relationship—and bought a round of beers for his Brothers and 

a hangaround who had just arrived. Other Club members in attendance were Lowrider Louie, 

Red, Beak, Thumper, Murdock, and the hangaround called Marine. Bear and his Brothers began 

to discuss the act of dropping one’s motorcycle and how very wrong they perceived this practice 

to be. Bear drank a few beers and was silent for a few minutes, after which he decided to take 

issue with the stunt rider for dropping his bike. The sport rider, a handsome young man under 25, 

Caucasian, approximately 5’ 10” tall, and of medium build, had made a few trips to the bar to 
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purchase beer for his group of friends. These trips had placed him in close proximity to members 

of the Club. During these trips Bear and the stunt rider exchanged glances, each man seemingly 

intent on making the other look away first. The stunt rider failed to acquiesce, which seemed to 

fuel Bear’s anger towards the young man.  

Bear shifted places with Lowrider Louie at the bar, placing himself nearest the “citizens” 

and “posers” purchasing beer, and ultimately nearest the stunt rider when he made his next trip to 

the bar. When the stunt rider approached the bar, Bear placed himself between the young man 

and the bar. Bear is a very large man, and given the crowded conditions of the outside seating 

area, especially at the bar, Bear was able to effectively prevent the young man from going any 

further. Content that he had the young man’s attention, Bear began to berate the stunt rider for 

dropping his machine, for blocking the entrance to the parking lot, and for being a “disrespectful 

little shit”. The stunt rider replied to Bear by simply saying, “Fuck you, asshole”. He then turned 

and went back to his group of riders. Club members laughed when the young man did this, much 

to Bear’s chagrin. Red and Beak engaged in a brief session of goading Bear about being “put in 

his place by such a little shit”.  

Of course this did not sit well with Bear, and he decided to confront and educate the 

young man on why it was wrong to treat his motorcycle so. He also planned to obtain a public 

apology for disrespecting Bear’s colors, which seemed a convenient if inaccurate excuse for the 

interaction.  Bear strode off the deck and over to the area in which sport and stunt bikers usually 

congregated, at the south entrance of the main parking lot. Bear barked at the young man, 

ordering him to come and have a talk. The stunt rider, perhaps emboldened by the fact that his 

friends surrounded him, swaggered over to the giant outlaw and said, “What the hell do you 

want?”   

Bear berated the stunt rider for dropping his machine with such carelessness, not taking 

issue with the blocking of an entrance, but for disrespecting what Bear called a “sacred thing 

between a man and his scoot [motorcycle]”. Bear went on to describe the fact that the only thing 

between the pavement and one’s “ass” was the motorcycle, and to drop it like an empty beer can 

was “fucked up.”  Bear went on at length, trying to educate the young man on the nature of the 

relationship between a man and his machine. To paraphrase what Bear said, a machine takes one 

places, both physically and emotionally, in a manner that no other mode of transportation can. A 

machine keeps one from harm, especially at the speeds sportbikers ride; unfortunately, Bear 
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referred to the sportbikers as “you idiots”. Finally, to disrespect one’s machine is to dishonor a 

sacred bond, and thus ultimately to invite catastrophe, Bear concluded. 

Many of the stunt rider’s companions began firing back at Bear with reprisals of their 

own, primarily centered on a theme of “mind your own business.”  The stunt rider finally 

answered Bear’s question of why he dropped his machine, stating defiantly, “Because I can”. 

This response angered Bear greatly, and he replied, “Then that makes you an ignorant little 

punk-assed cunt who don’t deserve to ride a scooter”. Bear followed this statement with a 

warning to all not to drop their motorcycles in his presence, and that if any of them did, Bear 

would “drop them right by their bikes,” which meant that Bear would physically assault the 

person.  

The interaction between Bear and the sportbikers took less than a minute, but during this 

time the other members of the Club silently placed themselves at strategic locations around the 

sportbikers. These locations were chosen according to an analysis of the sportbikers, specifically 

who was most likely and able to attack Bear. The sportbikers had not noticed the Club members 

doing so, and after Bear’s warning, Red announced that it was time for the sportbikers to leave. 

The sportbikers realized that, while they had superior numbers, the outlaw bikers seemed to be 

more serious about the issue than they were. Grudgingly, the sportriders picked up their 

machines and left the parking lot.  

Bear and his Brothers returned to their place on the deck, ordered another round of beers, 

and started to calm down. After the beer was consumed, Red, the chapter president at the time, 

tore into Bear for threatening a civilian in public. This type of behavior is not tolerated by the 

Club. It serves only to add to the negative opinions many people have towards outlaw bikers.  

Bear tried to justify his actions by stating that the stunt rider had disrespected their colors 

with his inflammatory statements. Red and the other members disagreed vehemently with this 

assertion, replying that the young man disrespected Bear as an individual, not a patch-holder, and 

that Bear was letting his personal feelings cloud his judgment on the issue. Bear started to 

quarrel with the other members until Red put a stop to the bickering by stating that the matter 

would be decided upon at “Church,” Echo Chapter meeting.  

Bear calmed down and began to accept the possibility that he acted inappropriately and 

placed his organization in a bad light. Eventually Bear and his Brothers began talking about why 

Bear was so offended by the dropping of a motorcycle. Some speculated that it was because the 
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young man had blocked Bear’s path, for which Bear acknowledged a degree of frustration. The 

conversation continued at length, with members debating what it means to be a biker and what 

each of their motorcycles mean to them personally. What the Brothers decided upon was that 

their machines were designed and built by fellow bikers, and that the motorcycles were intended 

to last generations; sport bikes were not designed to do so. Older Harley-Davidson motorcycles 

were designed to be rebuilt an unlimited number of times; the engine and transmission cases, cast 

from aluminum alloy, had steel inserts pressed into all major bearing housings, thereby allowing 

for the removal and replacement of bearings again and again. Sport bikes are not built this way—

nor are Harley-Davidsons since the 2000 model year—and are designed for replacement by 

superior technology year after year. Indeed, rarely have I encountered a sportbiker riding a 

motorcycle more than a few years old. Upgrading motorcycles makes sense to sportbikers 

because their interest in motorcycling centers on speed and handling. Newer sport motorcycles 

outperform older bikes. Therefore, riders seeking the cutting edge of performance need to 

upgrade their machines.  

After taking an unusually long pull from his can of beer, Bear summed up the 

fundamental difference between old Harley-Davidson motorcycles like his 1952 Panhead and 

performance-oriented motorcycles such as sport bikes by saying, “You know, Brothers, my scoot 

is more than fifty years old. Not many vehicles [pronounced: ‘vee-hickles’] still on the road from 

when Jake [the name of his motorcycle] was built. Yep, I s’pect fifty years from now Jake will 

still be totin’ some other Brother’s fat ass around”. Bear paused to suck down the remaining beer 

and stretched out his arm, holding the empty can high and said, “Them crotch-rockets? Hell, in 

fifty years them bikes’ll be lucky if they’re recycled into beer cans. They damn sure ain’t gonna 

be around to ride”.  

Bear was fined $100 at the next chapter meeting for his actions; it was decided that Bear 

unnecessarily placed his Brothers in a potentially hazardous situation over a personal matter. It 

was also decided that Bear’s actions damaged the good reputation of the Club. Bear was ordered 

to leave the stunt rider and his friends alone should he encounter them in the future, dropping 

their bikes or not. 
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The Outlaw Motorcycle Club System: An Organizational Hierarchy  

 

It can be seen that members of the Forgotten Warriors Motorcycle Club use their 

motorcycles as symbols of social marginalization from the dominant American culture. To ride a 

chopped, bobbed, or Saddle Tramp motorcycle as a regular (or exclusive) form of transportation 

in all weather conditions is to define oneself as a “biker.”  Within the biker system, motorcycle 

clubs use their organizational symbols, their club colors, to further create social boundaries and 

hierarchies. Social boundaries cordon off members of motorcycle club from non-members; they 

distinguish patch-holders from motorcyclists. Within the context of the motorcycle club system, 

a hierarchy separates motorcycle clubs and establishes a pecking order of sorts.  What follows is 

a treatment of that hierarchy and how it is possible to distinguish the various types of motorcycle 

clubs and their relative positions within the hierarchical outlaw motorcycle club system. Further, 

the following discussion serves to situate the motorcycle club observed during this study in the 

context of the motorcycle club system. In other words, what follows allows the reader to 

understand where in the pecking order of all motorcycle clubs the Forgotten Warriors MC may 

be found. 

 For the purposes of the present study, the motorcycle club system can be seen as a 

component of a larger biker system, and may be conceptualized as a three-tier pyramid, built in a 

desert, which represents the biker society. The foundation of the pyramid rests on the shifting 

sands of the biker system. This system is primarily comprised of life-long motorcyclists who 

refer to themselves as “scooter people” or “scooter trash,” people completely dedicated to the 

lifestyle and sport of motorcycle riding. Also, the biker system is made up to a lesser degree of 

what I will call motorcycle “enthusiasts.”  Enthusiasts engage the motorcycling tradition 

primarily during weekends and holidays as a leisure activity, but do not define themselves 

through motorcycling.  The metaphor of shifting sands is appropriate due to the dynamic nature 

of the motorcycle club system; it is in a state of constant change. Motorcycle design is constantly 

changing, and this in turn draws a wide variety of people into the sport. Further, within the 

motorcycle club system, it can be seen that many members of the system travel extensively. 

Many do not have permanent residences and choose to lead something of a transient lifestyle; 

some stay longer in places than others, but most consider themselves “on the move.”   While the 

term “scooter trash” may sound negative, it is actually a term of endearment among long-time 
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bikers, a term they regularly use to describe themselves. Scooter people differentiate themselves 

from the rest of American society by leading a lifestyle that centers on motorcycling and 

rebellious revelry Thompson (1966) and others (see also Wolf, 1991, and Posnansky, 1998) have 

referred to such a lifestyle as a “saloon society milieu.” 

 

 

Figure 6. 3 One-Piece Patch 

Photo used with permission of Outlaws MC 

 

Climbing up from this foundation of bikers, one arrives at the first level of the motorcycle 

club system - that of the non-outlaw motorcycle clubs. Non-outlaw motorcycle clubs are often 

chartered by the American Motorcyclist Association (AMA) and are best described as family-

oriented riding clubs. If club colors are used, they are usually configured as a “one-piece patch” 

or a “two-piece patch.”  As shown in Figure 6.3, one-piece patches are those motorcycle club 

symbols that are contained entirely on one piece of cloth or embroidery. In other words, the 

club’s name, symbol(s), and other information can be found in a central location on a member’s 

vest. As a general rule, one-piece clubs do not claim a geographic area of operation. 

The letters “MC”, an acronym for “Motorcycle Club,” are sometimes displayed along 
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with one-piece club symbols, but not as a rule. In short, the letters “MC” hold special 

significance in the motorcycle club system, communicating the fact that the club adheres to a set 

of culture-specific ethics referred to as motorcycle club etiquette. While a full treatment of 

motorcycle club etiquette is beyond the scope of this study, it should suffice to say that 

motorcycle club etiquette consists of a set of unwritten group norms and associated sanctions for 

violations, both within and between motorcycle clubs. As a final note regarding the letters “MC,” 

it is interesting that the patch or patches on which this acronym is embroidered do not factor into 

the “count” with respect to one, two, or three-piece patch configurations. For the purposes of the 

present study, the letters “MC” are analogous to silent consonants. As in words such as “knife”, 

the letter k is empirically verifiable and most Americans would agree that it is indeed a 

component of the word, yet no one enunciates the “k” when speaking the word. 

 

 

Figure 6. 4 Two-Piece Patch  

Photo used with permission of Outlaws MC 

 

Climbing further up the pyramid we encounter a middle ground in the system, and by 

middle ground I am referring to more than its spatial placement. Here the pyramid exhibits 
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shades of gray with respect to hierarchical organization between non-outlaw and outlaw clubs. A 

two-piece patch motorcycle club distinguishes itself from one-piece clubs by using either a top or 

bottom rocker (see Figure 6.4). A two-piece club may separate the name of their club from the 

remaining symbols through the use of a top rocker. As stated earlier in this chapter, a top rocker 

is a piece of cloth or embroidery cut and sewn in the shape of an arc or semi-circle, which is 

located above the club’s primary set of symbols and displays a club’s name, such as Iron Cross, 

American Steel, Flyin’ Wheels, etc. A bottom rocker may be viewed as an inverted top rocker 

(see photo previous page), or may be presented as a horizontal, rectangular piece of embroidery 

that is located below the club’s primary set of symbols, the club’s logo, and generally lists the 

geographic Area of Operation, or “AO.” 

 Generally speaking, two-piece patch clubs are primarily non-outlaw motorcycle clubs. 

My research indicates that those two-piece patch clubs that are outlaw motorcycle clubs may be 

former three-piece clubs. The apparent demotion in status may be linked with a more dominant 

outlaw club taking over the AO claimed by the former three-piece club.  

 

 

Figure 6. 5 Three-Piece Patch 

Photo used with permission of Outlaws MC 
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In the third tier of the system pyramid, black and white distinctions begin to re-emerge. 

All three-piece patch clubs encountered during my research were outlaw motorcycle clubs. If a 

motorcycle club were to adopt the three-piece configuration and not adhere to the outlaw ethic, 

that club would very quickly cease to exist; motorcycle club etiquette dictates that another 

dominant club (or clubs) in the area would see to the disbanding of the offending motorcycle 

club. Figure 6.5 illustrates how three-piece patch clubs distinguish themselves by using both a 

top rocker and a bottom rocker, as described above, as well as that of a “center island” that 

contains only the club’s primary symbols. According to informants from both one-percent and 

non-one-percent clubs, the three-piece configuration originated when original outlaw motorcycle 

clubs seceded from the American Motorcycle Association some time after July 1947. At that 

time motorcycle clubs’ organizational symbols were generally displayed on one piece of 

embroidery or stenciled directly onto garments such as leather jackets or mechanic overalls, as in 

the one-piece patch configuration discussed above. Clubs such as the Pissed Off Bastards of 

Bloomington (POBOBs) wished to send the AMA a message by modifying their organizational 

symbols. The one-piece organizational symbols were cut from the jackets and overalls, the 

names, logos (if used), and AOs were separated and then reattached to the garments in the three-

piece configuration. Not all clubs at this time had adopted organizational logos, or center islands. 

The POBOBs were one such club, and to this day their club colors consist of a top rocker, which 

reads “P.O.B.O.B,” a bottom rocker containing “Calif.,” and the letters “MC” above and to the 

right of the bottom rocker. No center island or organizational logo is used.  

Within the ranks of three-piece patch outlaw motorcycle clubs exists the elite of the 

motorcycle club system: the one percenters. Chapter Three presented an historical account from 

where the term “One Percenter” originates. It is important to state the reality that within specific 

geographic boundaries, One Percent motorcycle clubs hold sway. Since the formation of this 

elite faction of outlaw motorcycle clubs, many areas in the United States, such as California, 

Nevada, Pennsylvania, Florida, New York, as well as Canada, Germany, and Scandinavia have 

witnessed One-Percent motorcycle clubs resorting to violence in order to establish, defend, or 

take over AOs. During the course of this study the Outlaws Motorcycle Club was observed as the 

dominant One-Percent club in the states of Florida, Illinois, Indiana, and Ohio; the Bandidos 

Motorcycle Club in Alabama, Mississippi, and Texas; and the Hells Angels Motorcycle Club in 

California, North Carolina, and New York. Within specific geographic boundaries, such as that 
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of the primary focus of this study (Florida), one percent motorcycle clubs govern their AOs. If a 

new motorcycle club wishes to establish a chapter, it is done only with the express consent of the 

One Percenters in that area; otherwise, violent conflict between the organizations is highly likely. 

Interestingly, within the state of Florida during this study, the Outlaws MC delegated the 

responsibility of governing all military and veterans-related motorcycle club business to the 

Forgotten Warriors MC. In other words, the Forgotten Warriors became responsible for the 

actions of all such motorcycle clubs in the state of Florida. 

To review, motorcycle clubs establish and maintain a hierarchical system through the use 

of symbols, as well as establish group-specific identities through the wearing of club colors. Club 

colors, which are unique unto each motorcycle club, usually consist of an embroidered patch or 

patches sewn to the back of a vest. One-Percent motorcycle clubs have the most status at the top 

of the pyramid of motorcycle clubs. Three-piece patch clubs enjoy more respect and status than 

do two-piece and one-piece patch clubs. Thus, the general term “patch-holder” is used when 

referring to full members of motorcycle clubs. 

 

 “Patch-holders, Citizens and Posers”: Creating Social Boundaries 

 

Motorcycle clubs differentiate between themselves and other motorcyclists by wearing 

club colors. While the distinction between one, two, and three-piece patch motorcycle clubs may 

seem subtle to the casual observer, the distinction within the motorcycle system is clear. Even 

more clearly perceived among members of the Forgotten Warriors MC is the division between 

motorcycle club members and members of the dominant society—citizens or posers. The 

following account illustrates why members of the Club feel the need to create and maintain 

social boundaries between themselves and members of the dominant society. 

During a local meeting, Red, the chapter president, said:  

 

Brothers, we got to do something about all these fuckin’ posers and wannabes 

hangin’ around us during bike night. These sorry motherfuckers aren’t us, and I 

don’t want anyone lookin’ our way to think these sorry bastards have shit to do 

with us. Let them bastards go join fuckin’ ABATE [a political organization 

founded to repeal helmet laws]. Citizens and posers are nothin’ but trouble waitin’ 
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to happen and I don’t want you Brothers encouragin’ them bastards anymore. 

Don’t be rude, don’t be nice; just don’t talk to ’em at all any more. 

     

Red went on to elaborate other reasons why it was less than ideal for unacceptable people 

to be in close proximity to members of the Club in a public context. Chief among these reasons 

was a recent incident where an apparently drunken poser, having lost a series of rounds of 

pool—and more than $100—became angry and instigated a fight with Red. Normally, Club 

protocol requires a patch-holder to walk away from such incidents; however, the poser “rat-

fucked” Red’s colors. “Rat-fuck” refers to the public denigration or open disrespecting of an 

outlaw motorcycle clubs colors. According to Red, after the poser lost the last of his money at 

pool, he began to make jokes about Red’s club colors. The poser asked Red in a loud voice so 

that others in the bar were sure to here, “What? You think wearing that shit [club colors] makes 

you bad?”  Red told the poser to shut his mouth and just leave the bar, but the poser refused. The 

poser went on to declare that the Forgotten Warriors were “Nothing but a bunch of baby-killing 

pussies hiding behind leather vests, just like they hid behind their machine guns in Vietnam”. 

This last statement was too much for Red to tolerate. Not only had the poser rat-fucked his 

Club’s colors, but now the man had accused Red and his Brothers of cowardice in combat. In 

such cases the Club’s policy is clear: educate the offender. 

“Rat-fucking” club colors is an offense that club members will not tolerate in a public 

setting. To disregard such an open display of disrespect is to appear weak in the eyes of other 

motorcycle clubs. Club protocol dictates that if an offense occurs indoors, the offending person 

should be removed to the outside of the establishment, preferably to the rear away from clear 

view of any roadways. Once removed, the individual is “educated.”  This process of “education” 

involves explaining in no uncertain terms what the individual has done to disrespect the Club. If 

this fails, the offender may be beaten physically. If the individual recants, he must return to the 

scene of the original offense and apologize to the Club member in full view of all those who 

witnessed the original offense. The offender will then purchase a round of drinks for all Club 

members present, then leave the premises immediately. 

Before the rise in popularity of motorcycle culture, citizens and posers seemed to keep a 

respectful and healthy distance between themselves and members of outlaw motorcycle clubs. 

Such was not the case for members of the Club during the course of this study. Indeed, citizens 
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and posers are unaware of motorcycle club etiquette or club protocols, which dictate, among 

other behaviors, appropriate verbal and nonverbal communicative behaviors, who may 

communicate with whom, and where and when.  

 

Formal Outlaw Motorcycle Club Activities 

 

“Church:” Mandatory Organizational Meetings 

 

The Forgotten Warriors MC requires that full members and prospects attend all local 

chapter meetings. It is also common practice for members to bring their wives and/or children 

with them to club meetings. Members refer to Echo Chapter meetings as “Church.”  Church is 

held once a month at locations throughout the club’s area of operation (AO). Due to the 

geographical dispersion of Echo Chapter (the chapter’s AO stretches from east of Tallahassee to 

west of Fort Walton Beach, Florida), it is important to vary the location of chapter meetings. By 

holding meetings at locations all over the AO, members are able to be seen “flying colors” 

throughout their geographic area without placing an undue travel burden on any faction of the 

club.  

Church is usually held at a full member’s home, in a garage, basement, or workshop area 

large enough to hold approximately 50 people. Church is also held in Veterans of Foreign Wars 

(VFW), American Veterans (AMVETS), and American Legion halls when members in certain 

areas do not own homes large enough to accommodate the spatial needs of a local chapter 

meeting. Also, one member of Echo Chapter owns a biker bar, and members enjoy immensely 

holding Church at this location. Church is held on Sundays, but in special cases a Saturday 

meeting is acceptable. Church usually convenes at one o’clock in the afternoon. 

When a patch-holder hosts a local meeting, it is his responsibility to coordinate food and 

beverages for the event. Members tend to arrive at the Church location around two hours prior to 

the meeting time in order to socialize, drink beer or soda, and pay club dues. The chapter 

secretary/treasurer (Sec/Tres) arrives at Church at least two hours prior to the meeting in order to 

allow members the opportunity to pay their dues or any club fines. Members know they are free 

to pay when the Sec/Tres announces, “The bank is open!”  It is only during the time that the 

Sec/Tres holds the “bank” open that members and prospects may settle organizational debts. The 
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Sec/Tres sets up a table that contains a financial ledger listing each full member and prospect and 

the amount of dues paid to date. Only the Sec/Tres decides how long to keep the bank open, and 

the norm seems to be about two hours. When the Sec/Tres announces, “The bank is closed!” all 

financial transactions must wait until the following month. Members who fall behind 90 days or 

more in paying dues are subject to disciplinary sanctions such as center-punching (the removal of 

the member’s center island from his colors), fines, or both. In the case of legitimate financial 

hardship it is common for another member of the club to propose waiving a member’s dues. 

Also, during extended periods of financial hardship for a patch-holder, members will “pass the 

hat”. Passing the hat refers to members literally passing around a hat in which members make 

contributions toward the dues of a Brother experiencing financial difficulty. Each member 

contributes a little money in order for the chapter coffers to remain viable, while no one 

individual bears a great economic burden. Prospects are also required to pay monthly dues, as 

well as pay for their set of organizational symbols; a full set of colors during the time of this 

study cost $375, excluding the price of a vest.  

Members and prospects are required to ride their motorcycles to Church unless they have 

a valid reason for not doing so. For example, a member’s motorcycle may be in a repair shop and 

thus unavailable for riding. If this is the case, the member has 90 days in which to be “up and 

running,” meaning that he must have and operate a serviceable, American-made motorcycle that 

is ridden to organizational functions. Prospects performing Church-related missions or duties are 

exempt from riding their motorcycles if their duties preclude the safe operation of a motorcycle. 

For example, a prospect charged with securing beverages, coolers, and ice for more than 50 

patch-holders, plus their families and invited guests, will not be able to transport these items 

aboard a motorcycle; they will need a “cage” (a car or truck). 

When the chapter president calls Church to order, Sargeants-at-Arms gather all patch-

holders, prospects, hangarounds, family members, and invited guests in the meeting area in order 

to recite the Pledge of Allegiance. Directly following the pledge, the president asks that everyone 

bow their heads during a prayer for American service men and women, and to observe a moment 

of silence in remembrance of those who gave their lives in the service of the country. After the 

moment silence Sargeants-at-Arms direct all non-patch-holders to leave the meeting area. Only 

full members are permitted to attend the official portion of a Church meeting. Prospects usually 

turn their attention to cooking food, arranging seating and tables, restocking coolers, picking up 
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trash, and taking a well-earned rest. Sargeants-at-Arms are responsible for the orderly conduct of 

all members during Church, controlling access to the meeting place, the overall security of the 

meeting, and the enforcement of group sanctions. 

Church is a highly structured and revered aspect of Club membership. Meetings are run 

strictly according to Robert’s Rules of Order, and Echo Chapter president presides over Church. 

Rules of conduct are strict during Church. For example, members are not permitted to drink 

alcoholic beverages, nor are they allowed to be inebriated during the meeting. If a member is 

drunk during Church he will be fined. Speaking out of turn, when the chair (president) has not 

recognized the speaker, is punishable by fining. Indeed, if a member disrespects another member 

verbally, the offending member may be fined. Fines are monetary sanctions and are dictated by 

the Echo Chapter president depending on the severity of the offense. During one Church, a 

member was drunk, belligerent, and disrespectful towards other members, so a $200 fine was 

levied. This fine was to be paid prior to the next meeting, or the member faced being “center-

punched.” To be center-punched is considered a significant punishment, as the person receiving 

the sanction is placed in a diminished position of power vis-à-vis other members of the club. 

Indeed, in some chapters prospects receive more respect than do center-punched members. 

A typical Church begins by calling for the chapter Sec/Tres to read meeting minutes from 

the last Church. The members vote to approve the minutes as read or as amended. The reading of 

the minutes is followed by a chapter financial report, and afterwards the president calls for old 

business, then new business. Finally, the president calls for input for “the good of order” and 

calls on each member individually. During the good of the order, prospects are brought before 

the membership in order to ask questions of all patch-holders, be tested about club history or 

other aspects of training, and to receive feedback about their performance from the entire 

chapter. Church usually lasts a number of hours, with the shortest meeting during the course of 

this study being just over two hours and the longest more than seven hours. 

State Club meetings are held quarterly, and similar to local chapter meetings, are held at 

various points throughout the state. The group dynamic is also similar to that of local meetings, 

in that members arrive early to socialize, family members and guests are often brought along, 

and a local chapter hosts the meeting, with prospects performing the lion’s share of the work. 

Local chapters pay monthly dues to the state, and local chapter secretaries/treasurers arrive early 

in order to settle their respective chapters’ finances with the state bank. Members of the Club do 
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not refer to state (or regional or national) meetings as “Church.”  The location of state and 

regional meetings is kept secret, with only full members knowing where and when these 

meetings take place.  

State meetings almost always take place in large halls such as those of the VFW, 

AMVETs, and American Legion. A large array of tables is arranged at the head of the hall, with 

the state-level leadership sitting behind a large row of tables facing the membership. To each 

side of the head table are two rows of tables extending outward toward the congregation, along 

which sit local chapter presidents, vice-presidents, and secretaries/treasurers. Regular members, 

referred to affectionately by members of the club as “RMs,” sit in chairs arranged in orderly 

rows throughout the remainder of the meeting hall. Only members serving in the capacity of 

local chapter leadership interact with the state-level leadership throughout the meeting, except 

during the good of the order.  

During the good of the order, members wishing to bring up issues stand and wait to be 

recognized by the state president. When recognized, the member states aloud so that all may hear 

his road name and home chapter, and then the issue he deems important. Prospects are not 

brought into state or regional level meetings, and are usually working hard at providing security, 

food and beverages, and whatever else members may need. All local leadership members from 

around the state are required to attend these meetings, and regular members are very strongly 

encouraged to attend. Prospects must attend at least two state-level meetings prior to being 

eligible for full membership. This is very important to members of the club for at least two 

reasons: 1) it is important for members outside Echo Chapter to get to know their prospective 

future Brothers, and 2) it is important for prospects to learn from a wide variety of patch-holders 

in the motorcycle club. This second reason ensures, to the degree possible, that prospects are not 

learning from a limited perspective within the Club. Indeed, the Forgotten Warrior MC prides 

itself on requiring prospects to attend both state and regional meetings so that prospective 

members benefit from a multiplicity of individual experiences and traditions.  

Regional Club meetings also occur quarterly, and are scheduled so as not to conflict with 

state-level meetings. Regional meetings are conducted identically to state meetings, with state-

level leaders sitting along the tables at each side of the regional leadership table, and speaking 

for the members of their respective states. RMs, or individual members, may also stand and be 

heard during the good of the order, and members doing so add their state when introducing 
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themselves. For example, during one regional meeting I stood in order to bring an issue and said, 

“This is Kojak, Echo Chapter, Florida”. States must pay dues at the regional level, and again, as 

at the state level, secretaries/treasurers from the different states settle with the regional bank prior 

to each meeting. All elected officials at the local and state levels are required to attend regional 

meetings. RMs are strongly encouraged to attend, and prospects must attend two regional 

meetings before they can be brought up for full membership. 

National Club meetings are held biannually, with the first meeting of the year taking 

place somewhere east of the Mississippi River, and the second meeting somewhere west of the 

river. There are no national-level leaders elected in the Forgotten Warriors MC; rather, a 

National Board comprised of the regional presidents meets to discuss matters that affect the 

organization across the United States. These meetings are closed to all except members of the 

National Board and one regional Sec/Tres, who records meeting minutes. Regional 

secretaries/treasurers take turns serving as the official recorder of these meetings and are 

responsible for providing transcripts to each of the regional secretaries/treasurers within two 

weeks of each national meeting. Matters affecting the entire Forgotten Warriors Nation include 

relations with one-percent motorcycle clubs (e.g., the Hells Angels MC, Outlaws MC, and 

Bandidos, MC), internal organizational issues, relations with subordinate motorcycle clubs, and 

legal matters that affect the entire organization.  

There are no national dues paid by regions, so there are no financial issues raised during 

these meetings. Very rarely are prospects permitted to attend national meetings, and when they 

do the purpose is to perform some type of service, such as transportation to and from airports. It 

is accepted practice for members traveling from one coast to the other to travel by air, in the 

interests of time. For example, it is not uncommon for an east coast regional meeting to occur 

just prior to a national meeting; thus riding a motorcycle across the entire country to the west 

coast is not feasible. 

  

Poker Runs—A Narrative 

 

Mandatory functions extend beyond merely attending business meetings at the local, 

state, and regional levels. Other mandatory Club functions include scheduling, working, and 

riding in Club-sponsored poker runs. A poker run is an organized motorcycle ride to five 
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locations where riders draw five playing cards (one at each stop) and the rider with the best 

poker hand at the end of the run wins a cash prize. Usually, great emphasis is placed on finding 

locations (stops) that are 1) biker-friendly, 2) serve beer, and 3) are separated by picturesque 

countryside for the riders’ enjoyment between stops. 

Poker runs are important to the Club for public relations and recruitment purposes, as 

well as for the sheer enjoyment and the opportunity for flying colors in support of veterans’ 

issues. The Club sponsors poker runs at least twice yearly and the Club encourages its members 

to ride in as many other poker runs as possible. Poker runs supporting veterans’ issues are 

particularly well supported by members of the Club. A primary value of the Club is that of 

supporting local veterans and their families. Poker runs also represent a significant opportunity 

for the Club to be observed in public, and in a positive light.    

What follows is a personal account of my experience during a poker run in the 

Tallahassee, Florida area. This account is written in present tense and includes personal thoughts 

and insights, which are provided in order for the reader to better understand the experience from 

a participant’s perspective. This understanding is important because poker runs are the most 

useful of Club social functions. As stated above, poker runs serve at least five organizational 

functions: 1) flying club colors, 2) reinforcing group bonds, 3) prospect education, 4) 

recruitment, and 5) supporting veterans’ causes. Furthermore, all members interviewed during 

this study report that poker runs are perhaps their favorite reason to ride motorcycles. Indeed, 

poker runs can be seen as a nexus of individual and organizational values.  

The poker run is being held by a group of local veterans and is intended to benefit the 

families and currently-deployed members of the US Army, 1st Cavalry–that is, soldiers and their 

families from the Tallahassee area. The run begins at Tallahassee Motor Works (TMW), a small-

time motorcycle shop on the south side of Tallahassee. I leave my house from the center of town 

and head due south on Monroe Street. I’m not exactly sure where the shop is, but it should be 

obvious when I get close; bikers coming and going should mark the way. The shop is located in 

an industrial area that seems to be a bit run down: the streets are full of potholes, grass pokes 

through the concrete and asphalt nearly everywhere I look, and the buildings appear to be aged 

prematurely by the relentless sun. There are no trees to provide shade in this area. The only 

vegetation around is the weeds pushing defiantly through the pavement. The area reminds me of 

a desolate or abandoned desert town. Indeed, the place only needs tumbleweeds rolling by to 
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complete the scene. Sand has blown onto the concrete and pavement surrounding the buildings, 

collecting in the corners of the structures. The colors of the buildings here are also very desert-

like: various shades of tan and light brown mixed with flaking rust overtaking exposed metal 

surfaces. 

The turn-off from Monroe Street is marked by two rather gaudy custom choppers, which 

are apparently the pride of TMW. Also marking the spot is a pair of Deputy Sheriffs sitting in 

cruisers nearby—protecting and serving, I suppose. Anyway, I turn right and slow my 

motorcycle a bit due to the very rough road. My bike is a 1953 Harley-Davidson hardtail, and as 

such, has no rear suspension. The Deputies seem pleased that their presence warrants such a 

response on my part. 

The road leading to the shop is bounded on the south side by a wall of corrugated tin 

about eight feet tall, which apparently serves to block the view of the junk and scrap metal piled 

high behind it. As I approach what must be the shop—there doesn’t seem to be any sign marking 

the location of TMW—I notice a news crew packing up their gear from what must have been a 

shot of the beginning of the run. I find myself hoping there were more bikers here then; the run 

started at 11:00 a.m., only a half an hour ago, and there are only six other bikers present. These 

six bikers consist of two officials from the run, two sportbike riders with newer Triumph 

motorcycles, and two men in their late forties sporting brand-new Harleys. I have a strong “form 

follows function” bias when it comes to motorcycle design, and the officials’ choppers, parked 

near the registration table, seem awkward to me. They are too long for serious riding and have 

too many useless accessories bolted to them. The officials appear to be in their fifties, Caucasian, 

and proud of their enormous bellies. They wear blue jeans, brand new Harley-Davidson boots, 

and black TMW t-shirts. It is June in Florida, but nevertheless they sport ridiculous ski caps, 

pulled down to the tops of their dark sunglasses.  

The registration table is staffed by two women, each of whom also appear to be in their 

early fifties. They are clad in “biker-chick” garb, consisting of tight, very low-waisted blue jeans 

and scant tank tops that barely contain their breasts. Although these women are perhaps twenty 

years past the time when this attire was flattering on their figures, unlike the officials, they seem 

comfortable and are not trying to impress anyone.   

The two sportbike riders, clean cut Caucasians in their mid to late twenties, park their 

bikes at a considerable distance from the registration table. It seems as though they are respecting 
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some sort of unspoken boundary, beyond which only Harleys and their riders are welcome. 

Indeed, their bikes are not even parked on the uneven pavement outside the TMW shop; instead 

they sit in a barren field adjacent to the shop. The sportbike riders do not appear to interact with 

anyone except each other and, judging from their nonverbal behaviors, seem very apprehensive. 

Their arms are crossed tightly across their chests, they make no eye contact with others, and they 

stick close to their motorcycles.  

I pull into the parking lot and park Pappy (my motorcycle) near the edge of the pavement, 

about fifty feet from the registration table. Pappy always garners attention, as he is a very 

“groovy scooter”—bikers appreciate old motorcycles and love to see them on the road. I walk up 

to the table and am set upon by the two officials. The usual questions are asked about Pappy: 

how long have you had him, did you build him, how does he run, is he for sale? I give a firm 

“no” to this last question. The ladies at the table smile knowingly at me during this conversation, 

as if they know an intimate secret about us. I register for the ride, pay my fee, and draw my first 

card: two of clubs. I am off to a less-than-remarkable start, as usual; I never win at these things. 

As I turn and walk back to my bike I notice a member of the Club pulling into the 

parking lot. It’s Fliptop, a member of my local chapter. I am very pleased to see him; he is a nice 

guy and a lot of fun to ride with. Fliptop stands about 5’6”, and measures almost the same around 

his middle. Every time I see him I think of a young Santa Claus with sprouts of white poking 

through his reddish-brown hair and beard. Fliptop is certainly jolly. He always seems to wear a 

genuine smile across his furry face, along with a twinkle in his eyes that suggests his boyish 

nature will never die. Fliptop gets his name from the fact that he loves to drink beer: much to the 

detriment of his health. He has already survived two heart attacks and one bypass surgery, yet his 

eating and drinking habits haven’t changed. According to his philosophy, “It is better to eat good 

and drink hearty for a little while than to eat healthy and not drink for a long time”.  

Fliptop is wearing worn blue jeans held securely in place by a black leather belt with red 

lettering across the back that reads “Forgotten Warriors M/C”. His faded black t-shirt has a Club 

symbol, the “Give None—Take None”, which consists of a red circle, about 14 inches in 

diameter, with a red diamond centered inside. Above the diamond is a top rocker which reads 

“Give None,” and below a bottom rocker reads “Take None”. Law enforcement agencies 

mistakenly interpret this symbol as the Club’s One-Percent symbol. Actually, this symbol is 

reserved for carefully-selected members who have distinguished themselves in the eyes of their 
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Brothers. The distinguishing acts are always different from member to member, and I have not 

yet learned how Fliptop earned his.  

Fliptop sees me and his face lights up. “Kojak!” he bellows, and everyone turns in our 

direction. We embrace and kiss one another on the mouth. This ritual admittedly took some 

getting used to for me. Exchanging warm embraces with my fellow Brothers was one thing, but a 

kiss full on the mouth was quite another. I’ve come to respect this tradition, however, as not all 

patch-holders exchange such a greeting; it is reserved for only those Brothers who hold one 

another in the highest regard. 

Fliptop registers, pays, and draws his card—a three of hearts. As we begin to saddle up to 

leave for the next stop, a young man in his twenties approaches the registration table. He wishes 

to participate in the run in order to support the cause, but has no motorcycle. He asks sheepishly 

if it is acceptable to drive a car in the run. The officials grant permission, he registers, pays, 

draws, and is handed his run map. This run map directs riders to locations, and also contains a 

list of the soldiers assigned to the 1st Cavalry, their families in Tallahassee, and suggestions for 

items that may help those stationed in Iraq. The young man studies his map with a decidedly 

confused look on his face. Fliptop gives him a hearty pat on the back that nearly knocks the boy 

over and says, “Follow us, son. It’s a beautiful drive of about fifty miles”. 

Fliptop has been married twice, has no children, and along with his current wife, is a 

rescuer of large-breed dogs. He and his wife specialize in rescuing abused Irish and Scottish 

Wolfhounds, dogs that are immense in size and very rare in America. They have four such 

animals that live with them on their attractive 25-acre property, which is southwest of 

Tallahassee. Fliptop and his wife are known for their success with animals labeled “untrainable” 

due to their horrid experiences at the hands of others. All four of their dogs were abused, and all 

four have won national-level awards at shows. Fliptop is also a three-tour Vietnam combat 

veteran who served in the US Army Infantry.  I respect and love this man, and I am amazed that 

he has retained his gentle nature after spending so much time in battle. 

The weather could not be better for an early June motorcycle ride. The temperature is 

around 75 degrees; the humidity is relatively low, with blue skies and small cumulus clouds. 

Even the traffic seems to be quite sparse. Like many bikers, I always get a feeling of excitement 

deep in my belly when starting a ride like this.  

We head south on Woodville Highway and turn northeast onto Capital Circle. We ride to 
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Miccosukee Road and turn right out of town and toward the first stop of the run—Reeves 

Landing on Lake Miccosukkee. Miccosukkee is a small road with gentle rises and falls along its 

canopy-covered serpentine path. This part of the ride contrasts sharply with the Tallahassee 

Motor Works (TMW) starting point. The industrial park accommodating TMW seemed to call 

out in despair with a hoarse, dry voice; it is a sad, dead, dried-up place that industry has rendered 

nearly useless. In defiant contrast Miccosukkee Road boasts lavish greenery with rich red clay 

anchoring glorious ancient trees that reach out to one another across the road.  

We take our time riding along this route. Verdant pastures are visible every now and 

again, as are inviting, small clapboard farmhouses surrounded by fields of grazing horses, cattle, 

sheep and goats. We eventually arrive at Reeves landing. Arriving at a destination is always a 

bittersweet experience for a serious rider. I am glad to see familiar faces and rest, but when I am 

riding Pappy, my mind clears of all worries and responsibilities. I experience the different 

smells, changes in air temperature, sights, sounds, and textures of the road. Part of me wants to 

keep going forever. 

We pull into the parking lot of Reeves Landing at about 12:45 p.m. Reeves Landing is a 

small place consisting of a parking lot, a boat ramp, and a run-down fish camp and rudimentary 

convenience store and bar. As I stand in the parking lot facing the lake, the “bar” is to my left, 

nearly concealed by trees. The parking area stretches out into the lake, and there are covered 

picnic tables on either side. About 40 to 50 bikes are parked all about, mostly Harley-Davidsons, 

with a few Japanese cruisers, and the two sportbike riders.  

Fliptop and I quickly notice the other patch-holders here and begin to say our hellos. 

Greeting a patch-holder from another club is quite ritualistic. One first makes eye contact with 

the other club member in order for each to recognize the other’s status as a patch-holder. If the 

members are familiar with one another a hearty greeting and embrace follow. If the members are 

not familiar with one another, each will introduce themselves, first by road name, then the name 

of his club and the location or designation of his chapter. For example, a member of the Outlaws 

MC was present at the bar, whom neither Fliptop nor I had met previously. I walked up to him 

once he noticed us as patch-holders, offered my hand, and said, “How ya doin’? I’m Kojak, 

Forgotten Warriors Motorcycle Club, Echo chapter. This is my Brother Fliptop”. The Outlaw 

took my hand and while shaking it introduced himself as Breeze, One Percenter, Outlaws 

Motorcycle Club, Panama City. He then pulled me in close for a quick hug and then hugged 
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Fliptop. Members of the Outlaws MC customarily introduce themselves with the term “one 

percenter” immediately following their road name. 

Other Club members present at Reeves Landing are Gofur [sic], CNS or “Ed”, and Tex. 

Each of these men has a female companion with him. Gofur is a Vietnam Era veteran, which 

means he served active duty during the Vietnam conflict but did not serve in the war. He is an 

imposing figure, standing 6’ 4” and weighing around 275 pounds. He has a small beer-belly, but 

otherwise he is a powerfully built man with large hands and Popeye-like forearms. His demeanor 

is pleasant and he is quiet, the kind of man who listens intently for the meaning of what another 

is saying, rather than simply waiting to respond. Gofur also wears a “Give None—Take None” t-

shirt.  

CNS, which is an acronym for “Crash and Sniff,” earned his road name because of his 

propensity for wrecking his motorcycles and chasing women. Mostly, members of the Club call 

him Ed, which is his actual first name. Ed stands about 5’ 8” and weighs around 160 pounds. 

There isn’t an ounce of fat on Ed, as he seems to be blessed with a metabolism that naturally 

burns off the beer he consumes. He has flaming red hair, which is pulled back into a braid that 

runs down between his shoulder blades, and sports a red beard to match. Ed is a nice person but 

not very intelligent. It takes him quite some time to articulate what he wants to get across, and it 

usually takes him even longer to understand the punchline to a joke. Nevertheless, Ed will do 

whatever is asked of him without question—a good soldier, as it were.  

Tex is a founding member of the Forgotten Warriors MC, a former Florida State 

President, and the current Regional President. Mike is also a retired member of the Pissed Off 

Bastards of Bloomington MC, one of the world’s first outlaw clubs and one of the original One 

Percent clubs; certain members of this club split off to form the Hell’s Angels MC in the late 

1940s. Mike is small in stature—about 5’ 5”—and sports a wiry build. He is an extremely 

intelligent man (a computer engineer by trade) and is well respected among motorcycle club 

members across the country, members within the Forgotten Warriors MC, and a host of other 

One-Percent motorcycle clubs. Mike is of Italian decent and is very proud of this fact. He has 

dark brown hair, which is usually closely cropped, and wears a small goatee. He travels widely 

as president of the region and as such is one of the most well known members of the 

organization. 

Fliptop and I say our hellos to the other members of the Club and their ladies and then 
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turn to go into the shack to buy a couple of well-earned cold beers. As soon as I cross the 

threshold of the building I am almost knocked over by a huge beast—some kind of a Bull 

Mastiff mutt who apparently took a liking to me. The great animal jumps up at me, places his 

paws on my shoulders… and looks down at me. The building reeks of this dog’s scent: a wet, 

pungent, oil-based stink that would take years to wear off. We make our way over the sloping 

and uneven tongue-and-groove wooden floor, past rows of potato chips, cookies, bread, and Slim 

Jims, to a counter manned by “Vern.”   

Vern is a middle-aged man of slight build wearing an unbuttoned, dirty, sleeveless 

flannel shirt, a pair of denim cut-off shorts, and white rubber boots without socks. He has a 

cigarette under his upper lip, from which two inches of ash hang precariously. The ash seems 

about to fall at any moment, yet it never does. The cigarette dances up, down, and side-to-side as 

Vern asks us, “What’s yer poison boys?”  Vern has only a few teeth left in his head and those 

seem about as likely to stay attached as the ash on the end of his cigarette. We order a couple of 

Vern’s coldest Budweisers, drink them down in a few gulps, and order another round for 

ourselves and the club members outside. Vern seems to like this. On the way out of the shack 

Fliptop lets loose with an enormous burp that seems to please Vern even more.  

Back outside the bar/shack we distribute the beers and enjoy sitting in the shade. We 

watch the parking lot, scanning the scene for possible recruits. This is something the Club 

members do every time they are in a public setting. Content that there seems to be nobody worth 

investigating as a possible hangaround, Tex asks if everyone is ready for another beer. We all 

walk back inside to draw our second card of the day. I draw a three of hearts. The other members 

draw their cards as well. None of us seem likely to win today.  

After finishing the beer we all saddle up and ride in formation to the subsequent stops 

along the poker run route. Each stop is similar to the last in that the establishment is less than 

fancy, staffed by people who seem to genuinely like bikers, and we each continued to draw 

worse and worse cards.  

None of us won, but we were successful in flying club colors and reinforcing positive 

relations between our club and the dominant one-percent organization in the AO during a 

glorious Florida day. As Tex said in jest before we all went home that day, “Brothers. It’s always 

a good day when we don’t have to shoot anyone”. 
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Memorial Runs 

 

Due to their marginal social status, combat and military experiences, and love of 

motorcycles, members of the Club form extremely close relationships, which are solidified over 

time through Club-related activities as well as leisure activities. Murdock, a lifetime member of 

the Club (life membership is awarded after 10 years of continuous membership), is quick to 

define at least two levels of relationships he has with members of the Club: Brothers and Family. 

These definitions are representative of the sentiments of most members. Murdock says:  

“I love and respect all my Brothers for what they’ve done for this country before coming to the 

Club and for their commitment to the Club once they’ve earned their patch. Some of my 

Brothers I love more than my own blood brothers. These men are closer to me than anyone else 

in the world and I would give them anything I have if they needed it. I would die for them, and 

they would die for me. My closest Brothers know me like nobody else on this planet. They know 

when to leave me the fuck alone. They know when to show up with a case of Bud and just sit and 

drink, never saying a goddamn word. They know when to get me out of this house and go for a 

ride. They know when to shut me up and when to back me up. They know me. These men are my 

family. And when I die they will send me into the next world along with my colors”.  

The death of a member indeed profound affects members of the Club. When a Club 

member dies, the organization celebrates the memory of their fallen Brother by holding a 

memorial run. A memorial run is similar in organization to that of a poker run, as discussed 

above; however, the run usually starts in one location and proceeds to a single, final destination. 

A memorial run is similar to an Irish wake. The purpose of the gathering is to celebrate the life of 

an individual, not to mourn his loss.  

During the course of this study three members of the Club died and three memorial runs 

were held. The first memorial run was in honor of Saddle Tramp. Saddle Tramp came to the 

chapter from Alabama, where he was a charter member. Saddle Tramp earned his road name due 

to his penchant for long-distance riding. For example, Saddle Tramp grew up in central Texas, 

and it was not unusual for him to ride from his home in the north central Florida Panhandle to 

just south of Austin, Texas. During these trips Saddle Tramp stopped for fuel and restroom 

breaks only. Saddle Tramp was in his early 70s at the time of his passing, and due to lung and 

throat cancer, his death came as little surprise. In fact, during his last few months, members of 
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the Club were at his side twenty-four hours a day. On weekends Club members brought their 

families to visit Saddle Tramp, and Echo Chapter held Church at his residence each month until 

he passed away.  

Saddle Tramp’s memorial run began at a Club member’s bar, Rotten Ralph’s Pit Stop 

Bar, located just north of Panama City, Florida. The route wound along the Gulf Coast south and 

east of Panama City, and then turned north along U.S. Highway 231 and ended at Saddle 

Tramp’s house, just south of Dothan, Alabama. Members of Saddle Tramp’s original chapter 

from Alabama were in attendance, along with Brothers from all across the nation. Saddle Tramp 

owned approximately 15 acres of rolling farmlands, on which were set a modest farmhouse, a 

detached two-car garage, and a rather dilapidated barn. The driveway is secured by chain-link 

sliding gate, and an Alabama prospect was charged with opening and closing the gate as Brothers 

and their invited guests arrived. Saddle Tramp owned a pet Malamute/Wolf hybrid, a majestic 

creature of surprisingly gentle nature. The wolf and Saddle Tramp were extremely close, and the 

animal sniffed each motorcycle and every guest, seemingly in hopes of detecting some trace of 

his missing master. The animal continued to search the property looking for Saddle Tramp 

throughout the day, with what seemed to be an ever-increasing sense of frustration. Many 

members seemed equally lost without the company of their Brother Saddle Tramp, their eyes 

following the movements of the wolf, each trying in vain to hold back tears. 

In order to say goodbye to a fallen Brother, members of the Club perform one or more of 

three funeral rituals: burning the center island of a members colors, placing a member’s colors 

under glass, and sending the ash remains “into the next world”. When a member dies, the 

organization retains his Club colors; Club colors do not belong to the individual. The chapter 

decides whether to place the colors under glass or “retire” them. In the case of Saddle Tramp, 

Club members asked him prior to his death what he wanted. Saddle Tramp wanted another 

member to wear his colors, a new member—a man he would never meet face-to-face. When 

Saddle Tramp died, the Club decided that they would “recycle” all of his Club colors except the 

center island. The center island would be sent to “the next world” along with Saddle Tramp.   

Sending a member’s center island to the next world is very similar in nature to Viking 

funeral rituals where a deceased warrior was burned along with all his possessions so that he 

would have them in the after life in Valhalla. The Club’s center island–the organizational logo–is 

burned in a similar fashion. Saddle Tramp had chosen to be cremated, and at the time of his Club 
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funeral this was already done. Prospects had a large bonfire stoked near the edge of Saddle 

Tramp’s property, the fire being approximately twelve feet in diameter at its base. Red 

announced that it was time to send Saddle Tramp’s colors to him and so all members began to 

form a circle around the fire. Full patch-holders stood nearest the fire, with prospects standing 

behind them, and hangarounds and family members next. Bear, Red, and Low Rider Louie 

walked side by side, in step, from the perimeter of those standing around the bonfire. Red was in 

the middle of the formation as they marched to the fire, carrying Saddle Tramp’s colors. As Red 

held the vest securely, Bear carefully removed Saddle Tramp’s center island from the vest using 

a very large, sharp Bowie knife. Once Bear finished, each member of the Club walked up and 

signed his road name on the backside of the embroidered emblem.  Once this was done, Low 

Rider Louie began to cut the logo into small pieces with a pair of scissors. He did this while 

walking from member to member, handing a portion of the severed embroidered cloth to each 

member.  

As soon as all members of the Club had a bit of their fallen Brother’s Club logo, Red 

bellowed out, “Hats off!”  All those wearing headgear or hats removed the garments. Next, Red 

said a brief prayer for Saddle Tramp and asked all present to observe a moment of silence in 

order to reflect on all Club members who had fallen in the past. After about thirty seconds of 

silence, Red took a step close to the fire and turned to the members of the Club. Holding high his 

piece of Saddle Tramp’s logo, he stated,  

 

Saddle Tramp was my Brother. I loved him in life and will miss him now that he’s 

gone. Today we do not grieve the passing of a Brother, but we celebrate the life of a 

father, a warrior, and a friend. What I loved most about our Brother was that he never 

turned away someone in need. Saddle Tramp was a cantankerous old fucker, but he 

would do anything for you if you really needed it. I will try to carry that on now that 

he’s gone.  

 

With that, Red tossed into the fire the scrap of cloth he had been holding. Red turned to Bear, 

and Bear held up his scrap of Saddle Tramp’s center island. He, too, said what he loved most 

about his deceased Brother and then threw his piece of cloth into the fire.  

This process was repeated by all members at the funeral, each stating what he admired 
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most about the man and then throwing the remainder of this Club logo into the fire. Once the last 

member had paid his respects, all in attendance stood quietly for a few minutes. Tears streamed 

down the cheeks of a few patch-holders, wives sobbed, but most members stood as if at attention 

and stared into the fire. Red was the first to turn away from the fire and speak, saying, 

 

Let’s toast our Brother Saddle Tramp and not have any more of this sadness shit. He 

wouldn’t want us to be sad. The man lived more during his time on this planet than a 

hundred citizens put together. Prospect!  Get me a beer! 

 

Saddle Tramp’s vest containing the remaining Club symbols was placed “under glass.”  

Placing a deceased member’s colors under glass refers to displaying the vest in a shadow box, 

with a hardwood case and glass front. The colors under glass are then given a place of honor in 

the chapter clubhouse, usually behind the bar, so that members can refer to the symbols when 

speaking to future prospects about fallen Brothers. Not all members who die are accorded this 

honor; indeed, during the course of this study, only Saddle Tramp’s colors were placed under 

glass. Members honored in this way are usually longtime, often charter, members like Saddle 

Tramp.   

After the members ate a hearty meal and drank a few beers, a farewell ritual was 

performed just before the funeral gathering concluded. A Forgotten Warriors MC tradition, for 

those who wish it, is the sprinkling of the ashes into their Brothers’ motorcycle fuel tanks. A 

small amount of a deceased member’s ashes is distributed to each member in attendance and 

then added into the fuel tank. The amount of ash is minimal and so does not interfere with the 

operation of the motorcycle. As members ride to their homes the final remains of their Brother is 

sent into the atmosphere as spent exhaust gases. Thus both the man and his colors are sent into 

the next life together. The man rides one last time with his Brothers and is sent along to join 

those who died before him. His colors will be there when he arrives. 

 

Conclusion 

 

It is perhaps fitting that this chapter concludes with a treatment of a Club funerary ritual; 

especially the one detailed above. By all accounts Saddle Tramp was a beloved and important 



 

 151

member of the Club, and all who knew him benefited from his organizational knowledge, as well 

as his good-natured manner.  

This chapter examined the Forgotten Warriors Motorcycle Club colors by deconstructing 

the medium on which the organization’s symbols are displayed. This deconstruction shows how 

the vest on which the Club places its organizational symbols is actually viewed by members as 

having three distinct zones: the back-patch, the front of the vest, and inside the vest. This three-

dimensional medium allows members to communicate across the motorcycle club system by 

virtue of the back-patch, enables individuals to express political and philosophical views using 

the front of the vest, and provides a means by which fallen and former Club members may be 

remembered by placing symbols inside the vest.  

The Harley-Davidson motorcycle was shown to be a dominant and very powerful symbol 

to the organization, so much so that at least one member was willing to resort to fisticuffs when 

another motorcyclist disrespected the perceived bond between man and machine. Formal and 

informal Club functions were described in order to show how formal functions such as Church 

serve to reinforce interpersonal bonds and group norms. Informal functions such as Poker Runs 

also serve to reinforce bonds between members, but also are useful to the Club for recruitment as 

well as the maintenance of systemic norms.  

Finally, this chapter provided insight into a funerary ritual called a Memorial Run, and 

showed how Echo Chapter uses organizational symbols to memorialize a fallen Brother and to 

carry on his legacy by giving part of his Club colors to a new member. This chapter concludes 

the ethnographic description of Club symbols and rituals. Chapter seven presents an analysis and 

interpretation of these data. 
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CHAPTER 7 

 

 

INTERPRETATION AND CONCLUSION 

 

 

This study set out to answer the question, “How does an outlaw motorcycle club use 

symbols to create organizational identity?”  To be sure, many interpretations are possible; 

however, the focus of the study centers on organizational identity. Using Systems Thinking as an 

interpretive lens, three themes emerge that explain how the Forgotten Warriors Motorcycle Club 

uses symbols to create identity. First is the breaking down of an individual’s identity. Second is 

the reforming of a new, collective identity. And third, is the preservation of identity.  

 

Breaking Down Individual Identity 

 

In order for Club members to contribute to the creation of their system they must ensure 

conformity of individuals.  American culture in general can be easily characterized as an 

individualist culture. The individualist enculturation process emphasizes individual achievement, 

and very little–if any–attention is paid to educating individuals about how their actions may 

affect others in the culture. Systems Thinking tells us that successful organizations adhere to the 

tenets of autopoeisis, which means being mindful of how the actions of one affect each and every 

member of an organization, and thus the organization as a whole.  Similar to military basic 

training, the motorcycle club uses symbols to break down the individualist mentality. A man who 

wants to become a member of the Club is first given a plain, black leather vest, on which his new 

name appears–“Prospect”. Every member of the Club has worn this vest and has borne this 

name. Indeed, members take great pride in stating that they are “prospects for life.”  Members 

understand that they are a part of a collective. Prospecting for life also means that members are 

ready and willing to serve others in their organization whenever the need arises.  

By stripping an individual of his name and requiring him to wear very modest attire–as 

compared with full members of the club and other bikers in the system–the individual gradually 

begins to lose the sense of identity he had in the dominant culture. By calling all prospective 
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members by the name “prospect,” the organization reduces future members to a basic level of 

identity.  By requiring prospects to serve full members of the club during official and social 

functions, prospects are taught the value of humility. Without humility there can be no functional 

collective social system. To the Club, humility teaches that one’s actions are no more valuable 

than the actions of others in the social system. Put another way, humility teaches prospects that 

their actions, no matter how seemingly menial, are just as valuable as the actions of a regional 

president in the Club. Prospects learn that what every person in the Club does, at any level of the 

organization, should ultimately serve the Club in some way. Everything one does contributes to 

the whole, and is therefore valued. Who a prospect is in “the world” (dominant society) does not 

necessarily matter when joining the Club. For example, one can earn a living as an attorney, 

business owner, CEO, electrician, plumber, or garbage collector. American culture places 

specific values on each of these types of occupations, and with this value comes a hierarchy of 

status or classes within the dominant culture (i.e. lower, middle, and higher socioeconomic 

classes). These distinctions mean very little in the context of the Club. The meaning accorded to 

one’s social status extends only to how that status may be of value to members of the 

organization. An attorney earning more than one hundred thousand dollars a year will work just 

as hard beside an electrician while prospecting. His name is “Prospect,” just like everyone else.  

But why have Club members done this?  Why do they feel the need to create a new identity for 

themselves, both as individuals and as an organization?  Members of the Club feel very strongly 

that they no longer fit into the dominant American culture. While all members feel this way to 

one degree or another, this feeling is particularly strong among combat veterans.  Combat 

veteran Club members (whom I will refer henceforth to as combat vets) feel that, by virtue of 

their combat experiences, they have become different people. At one time they were regular 

members of society, no more special, unique, or strange than any other member of their 

communities.  Combat changed this; combat has transformed these men into different people.   

Club members do not feel that all their military experience was necessarily negative – 

even combat experiences had positive consequences for some.  It is interesting that each of the 

combat vets is a decorated hero.  By this I mean that each was awarded at least a Bronze Star 

medal for combat.  A few earned Silver Stars (the third highest military honor), and one member 

holds the Navy Cross, second only to the Congressional Medal of Honor.  These men are proud 

of their service to their country, but none would call himself a hero.  Their actions in the face of 
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combat made them somebody; made them special, unique.   Back home, each was an ordinary 

person, and most report feeling more like a “nobody” prior to their military experience.  During 

active military duty these men had significant responsibility; other men reported to them; they 

made decisions that at times literally meant the difference between life and death. 

The military forced them to work in a collective, one where each person’s actions - or 

inactions - affected the lives of the others; where safety depended on each person’s doing the job 

she or he was expected/assigned to do. While the military also imposed a hierarchy on these 

men, it did so in the context of a culture of dependence on others. This is perhaps a unique aspect 

of their military training and experience, one that Club members have replicated within the 

outlaw motorcycle club system. Members of the Club may climb to positions of high respect and 

esteem within the organization, but they do so within a collective. The entire outlaw motorcycle 

club system is organized according to this hierarchical collective model. One-percent clubs are 

higher in status than outlaw motorcycle clubs.  Outlaw motorcycle clubs (e.g., three-piece patch) 

are higher in status than non-outlaw clubs (e.g., two or one-piece patch clubs). However, each 

stratum of the system relies on every other stratum of the system to perform their assigned or 

assumed roles in order for systemic equilibrium to be possible. If one organization within one 

stratum of the system acts inappropriately, other organizations within the system will react and 

force the offending organization to cease its behavior or be dissolved. For example, if the 

Forgotten Warriors Motorcycle Club started manufacturing and dealing methamphetamine, the 

Outlaws Motorcycle Club would certainly respond by “yanking their shit”. The Outlaws 

Motorcycle Club is the dominant One-percent organization in Florida, and is therefore 

responsible for the conduct of all motorcycle clubs in the state. It is not my assertion that the 

illegal manufacture of drugs is or is not the province of the Outlaws Motorcycle Club, it is my 

assertion simply that the Outlaws Motorcycle Club is responsible for regulating the behavior of 

all clubs in the Florida system. Illegal activities by one motorcycle club in the system can have a 

negative affect on all clubs within the system. 

Combat vets are regular people who have become warriors.  Club members believe 

firmly – and I agree with them – that it is not possible for warriors to become regular people 

again.  There is no going back.  Ironically, for many Club members, all they wanted during their 

combat times was to go back; go back home.  Coming back from war the lucky combat vets were 

regarded by members of their communities as little different than they were before – the 
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difference being they had now “served”.  The unlucky combat vets – especially Vietnam Conflict 

Era vets – report bearing the burden of an unpopular war.  These men were disrespected, 

insulted, and protested against by total strangers, as well as by members of their own community.  

For those combat vets suffering Posttraumatic Stress Disorder, ad additional barrier to 

acceptance lay in their path home.  These men were not who they used to be.  They were no 

longer the person whom their friends and family knew, nor were they any longer active duty 

military members. 

These men were living in a state of what Victor Turner calls liminality (1967).  For them, 

the hellish experiences of war have sent them on a journey across a bridge from humanity.  This 

bridge is a walkway that has no end in either direction and spans an abyss.  Yet these men 

continued searching for a way off and in the process found each other.  Together they have built 

an entire system that mirrors their military past.  The outlaw motorcycle club system is organized 

along strict, hierarchical, military lines, replete with chains of command and strict 

communication protocols.  This system is a safe haven in which Club members do not have to 

explain why they are the way they are.  Some are sullen, a few hopelessly introspected, others 

gregarious, and still more are angry to the point of being dangerous.  None of these personality 

traits or behaviors requires an explanation once accepted by the Club.   

One might assume that Club members have created a place in which they can transcend 

their liminal state – to find a way to reach the other side of the bridge.  Sadly the result for many 

is that they live the same year over and over again.  Transcendence and healing is not something 

in which these men are interested.  Indeed, the stories shared, behaviors displayed, and deeds 

performed all serve the purpose of reinforcing the perception that these are broken men – men 

broken by their service to a country that does not respect or honor their sacrifice.  These men are 

the damned with no possibility of redemption, serving a self-imposed life-sentence in purgatory.     

 

Forming a Collective Identity 

 

As discussed above, the Forgotten Warriors Motorcycle Club represents but one 

organization situated within one stratum of the outlaw motorcycle club system. The Club is 

neither at the top nor the bottom of this hierarchical collective. It is therefore of paramount 

concern that the identity of all members must be of the collective sort. Similar to their 
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experiences during basic military training, Club members once again must be stripped of 

individuality in order for the Club to maintain its place within the system. 

A term that seems to capture the phenomenon of using symbols to break down an 

individualist identity is “collective acculturation.”  Whereas enculturation refers to the teaching 

and learning about primary cultural norms, acculturation refers to the learning of a new culture. 

Collective acculturation serves the purpose of breaking down an individual’s sense of identity 

that has been formed over a lifetime by a dominant society. In order for the Club to operate 

effectively in the outlaw motorcycle club system, it must educate its members to understand that 

there is a very high degree of interdependence. Indeed, the consequences of individuals’ 

decisions affect anyone across the country wearing the same organizational symbols.  

 Once a prospect fully adopts his new identity within the Club, he is ready to become 

assimilated into the organization. The Club removes the symbols of the prospect and replaces 

these symbols with those of a full member, a Brother. The back-patch of the Club’s colors is 

strictly defined organizational space. When riding a motorcycle, each member of the Club 

appears identical to observers. The same symbols, arrayed identically roar past in formation. By 

sharing personal Club symbols with newly accepted members, the Club embraces its new 

Brother, and all who see him thereafter will regard him as equal to other full members. Of 

course, the Club values variety and does not seek to recast men in completely the same form. As 

with any successful organization, diversity of skills, intelligence, abilities, and personalities is 

essential to the Club. Symbols displayed on the front of club colors are used to communicate 

these attributes. From one’s road name, to the various signs of military service, to even 

humorous or political perspectives, symbols on the front of the vest showcase the reality that 

individuals are still valued within this collectivist society. However, each of these individualist 

symbols still uses the Club’s dominant color scheme of red and black. Displaying these types of 

personal symbols in the Club’s colors places the symbols within the context of the Club. In other 

words, members are communicating the reality that they value their unique identity, their 

personalities and idiosyncrasies, but this value is still subordinate to their identity as a patch-

holder.  

 Another example of how individual expression is subordinated by members’ 

identification as Club members is found on their motorcycles. It can be argued that bikers 

generally express themselves–if not define themselves–through the type of motorcycle they ride, 
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as well as how they modify their machines. Club members also define the type of biker and 

patch-holder they are by the type of Harley that they ride (e.g., chopper, bobber, saddle tramp, or 

unmodified), but they do so while using Club paint schemes and logos. Parking lots full of 

members’ motorcycles at state or regional meetings look like veritable seas of red, black, and 

chrome. In addition, nearly all bikes also display a decal version of the Club’s dominant symbols 

or the Club motto “Give None, Take None”.  

Club members have gone to great lengths in order to create a public persona of rugged 

individuality because of their lack of conformity to the dominant ideal, but this is only an 

appearance because of the collective nature of the organization. Americans seem to have a 

healthy distrust of government, and we seem to admire people who live outside the strictures of 

the law and society. Though most Americans cannot or will not do this – live outside the law or 

societal norms – we seem to place on a pedestal those individualists, those rebels, whom we 

believe live the life we only dream about. Club members play the role of American rebels, by 

profiling during local bar and restaurant bike nights, flying colors while riding in huge 

formations aboard loud, obnoxious Harley-Davidson motorcycles. But the truth of the matter is 

that the rugged individualistic exterior is a façade; indeed, the sum total of Club members’ 

external appearance is very much a uniform.   

Members of organizations within the outlaw motorcycle club system in general dictate 

the overarching configuration of club symbols and thus create the framework for the club 

uniform (e.g., one-piece, two-piece, and three-piece hierarchical organization; One Percenters vs. 

non-One-Percenters; the actual colors that are used by the different clubs). Members of the Club 

are not free to alter the configuration of Club colors.  Further, while there may be a degree of 

individuality expressed in the form of symbols on the front of Club colors, this individuality is 

still defined by the collective. Members are not free to display symbols that contradict the 

organization’s identity or that other members of the Club find offensive. Perhaps most obvious to 

citizens is the reality that, no matter what individuals may choose to display on the fronts of their 

vests, all that is visible from the rear as Club members roar off into the distance is the collective 

club insignia – the identity of the organization.  

Uniform requirements extend beyond the obvious wearing of organizational symbols. To 

be sure, Club members also manipulate their physical appearance through antisocial 

ornamentation such as very long hair and beards; ear, nose, tongue, lip, and nipple piercings; 
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“full sleeve” tattoos (tattoos that cover one’s entire extremity); and black sleeveless shirts and 

leather garments in order to reinforce their rugged individualistic appearance. Even members’ 

motorcycles can be seen as a part of their uniform, if not also part of this antisocial 

ornamentation.  Harley-Davidson (or other American-made motorcycles) are well known for 

their characteristic size and exhaust note. Club members’ bikes all weigh in excess of 800 

pounds, and most have altered the already loud exhaust system in order to further accentuate the 

booming sound of the V-twin engine.  Riding in formation, with a dozen or more members, all of 

whom are in uniform, is indeed an impressive sight.  

 

Preservation of Identity 

 

The preservation of identity is perhaps the single most important function of Club 

symbols. To a large degree most members feel that through their military service they have lost 

their sense of personal identity. This feeling is especially strong amongst those who served 

during the Vietnam conflict and those who have other combat experience. Members of the Club, 

both current and especially past, have worked hard to create the identity that the Club now has. 

At times, members have had to resort to extreme violence in order to establish and maintain this 

identity across the nation. It is of paramount concern to the organization that the Club’s identity 

remain strong, and that new members understand their role in guaranteeing the future of this 

identity. By requiring prospects to learn Club history, by recycling Club colors, by placing 

certain members’ colors under glass, the organization transmits through time an identity. 

Especially by recycling Club colors the organization is able to create a sense of continuity. 

Members believe that the old, well-worn Club symbols carry with them a sense of both 

organizational and personal history, as if the stained embroidery is somehow imbued with the 

memories and experiences of those who wore them before. As on battlefields of old, the colors of 

fallen warriors are picked up and carried forward by those still able to do so.  

 

Organizational Symbols and Identity 

 

Finally, it is necessary to comment on two observations that link the present study with 

the research literature in Turnerian (1969) symbols analysis and organizational identity (e.g., 
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Kuper, 1973). Turner (1969) states that dominant symbols unify disparate meanings in a single 

symbolic form. This unification can be easily seen in the Club’s colors. The colors used in the 

dominant motorcycle club symbol, the Club’s colors, are a prime example. The color red stands 

for bloodshed during military combat, the color black represents death and mourning. White is 

used to signify purity and innocence lost, while blue denotes courage. Brown stands for the earth 

on which members fought, and green represents the hope for rebirth and renewal. Finally, the 

color yellow accuses the American federal government of cowardice, for sending the nation’s 

poor to fight what Club members call “rich men’s wars”. Each of these colors represents a 

different, seemingly unrelated social or physical phenomenon, but when manifest as Club colors 

they combine to form a singular organizational symbol. 

As stated above, the organization regards each full member as an equal, and for the most 

part my observations of interpersonal relationships during this study support this. However, the 

organization is not completely egalitarian. As with most human organizing, a hierarchy of status 

or stratification has emerged over time. As Kuper (1973) suggests, “Stratification implies special 

closures to positions and privilege, and is permeated with the notion of inequality: 

superior/inferior, dominate/subordinate. The types and degree of stratification are extremely 

varied, and can be based on such premises as birth, ethnicity, race” (p. 353). Kuper’s notion 

dovetails with my observations of the Club that the year in which a member is born necessarily 

limits them to the time periods in which specific military actions have occurred, and thus limits 

the strata in which members are classified. For example, the Forgotten Warriors Motorcycle 

Club stratifies membership as follows, which is presented in order of highest-to-lowest status: 

1) In-country, Vietnam combat veterans (1958-1975): Those assigned to front-

line or special forces units in Vietnam during the Vietnam Conflict. 

2) In-country, Vietnam veterans (1958-1975): Those assigned to support or non-

combat units during the Vietnam Conflict. 

3) Era veterans, combat duty (1958-1975): Those who served in the military 

during the Vietnam Conflict Era and were not assigned to Vietnam, but saw 

combat in other locations during their military careers. 

4) Era veterans, non-combat duty (1958-1975): Those who served in the military 

during the Vietnam Conflict Era, were not assigned to Vietnam, and never 

experienced combat during their military careers.  
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5) Younger Combat Veterans (1976-present): Those who served in the military 

after the Vietnam Conflict Era (1958-1975) and saw combat during their 

military career. 

6) Younger Combat Veterans (1976-present): Those who served in the military 

after the Vietnam Conflict Era (1958-1975) but did not see combat during their 

military career. 

In-country Vietnam combat veterans, two of whom still remain active in the Club, 

originally formed the Forgotten Warriors Motorcycle Club. These members report that the Club 

was originally intended to “die off with the last of its original Brothers”. Over time, as new 

members joined, the organizational identity evolved into one of a well-established club within 

the outlaw motorcycle club system. As the Club grew in numbers and gained respect from other 

clubs in the system, it became important to communicate a sense of permanence to new 

members. In the early years of the Club new members were trained that one day the organization 

would no longer exist (i.e. when the last Vietnam veteran died).  

At the time of this study a new generation of younger veterans is joining the Club.  Club 

members, both old and new, acknowledge a feeling of resentment that exists between factions of 

the Club who believe the organization should end as the last Vietnam veteran passes away and 

those who believe the organization should live on. An organizational identity disconnect 

therefore exists between members, and this disconnect is evident in the stratification of Club 

members. Many of the in-country Vietnam combat veterans believe that the identity of the Club 

should reflect their status, and that all other Club members are lower in status than they. At the 

time of this study younger Club members became the majority across the Warrior Nation (the 

entire national Forgotten Warriors organization), and with this change in Club demographics 

came a national-level discussion about reflecting this reality in the Club’s center island (the 

primary organizational logo). This proposed change in the Club’s colors represents a radical shift 

in organizational identity. Members championing the change report that the change would 

probably not have been necessary if the older members had shown the younger members more 

respect. 

It seems ironic that an organization founded by people who felt alienated by their 

dominant culture would in-turn be guilty of doing the same thing to a younger generation of 

combat veterans. Indeed, the one common adjective used to describe outlaw motorcycle clubs in 
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general–whether in the popular or research literatures–is “rebel.”  However, the evidence seems 

overwhelming to me that the Forgotten Warriors Motorcycle Club has created an organization 

within a system fraught with overwhelmingly strict rules, roles, and standards, the violations of 

which are met with severe sanctions when compared with their dominant American culture. The 

Club requires a mandatory uniform; dictates a specific mode of transportation; only allows male 

membership; establishes long hair and beards as the ideal for personal appearance; and provides 

for monetary fines for nonattendance. Perhaps most disappointing from an organizational 

identity perspective is that the Club seems to have created a social hierarchy within their 

organization that is tantamount to a class system driven by age and military experience. While 

one could volunteer for combat duty after joining the military, there is of course nothing one can 

do about one’s age. It appears that at an organizational level, the Club has replicated within itself 

the very social conditions it purports to abhor. As Burke tells us, the Club–like all other 

organizations in our society–is “rotten with perfection” (p.18) and “goaded by the spirit of 

hierarchy” (p. 15). What Burke is trying to tell us is that it is ironic that by virtue of their attempt 

to create the “ideal” culture, that Club members have, through the very act of striving for an 

ideal, consigned themselves to their own, self-made hell.  

I should note that not all combat veterans become members of outlaw motorcycle clubs. 

Identifying an accurate population of outlaw motorcycle club members is as problematic as 

enumerating the population of illegal drug users in America – this descriptive statistic simply 

does not exist. That said it is appropriate to acknowledge that the proportion of combat veterans 

who join outlaw motorcycle clubs is certainly low. However, returning veterans from the current 

War on Terror may be in the process of changing this. Since 1995, over 61,000 veterans (and 

non-veterans) have joined a motorcycle club called the Patriot Guard Riders (Patriot Guard 

Riders, 2006). While the Patriot Guard Riders (PGR) does not report the number of combat 

veterans in their ranks, it is significant that this organization has in one short year become the 

largest motorcycle club I have ever encountered. The reader will recall that motorcycle clubs in 

general guard jealously their actual numbers. The Forgotten Warriors Motorcycle Club is 

considered by all other clubs encountered during this study as one of the largest in the world, and 

it is my educated guess that the Forgotten Warriors do not exceed two thousand members 

internationally.  

Ketzle Levine of National Public Radio interviewed members of the Oregon Patriot 
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Guard Riders and asked members why they joined the club. Levine says that, “For a great 

number of them…, the PGR seems like a gift, a place to belong and to matter, particularly during 

missions like homecomings” (2006).  Homecoming missions include members of the PGR riding 

their motorcycles to military bases or airports where they greet returning War on Terror veterans. 

Members of the PGR welcome returning veterans home and thank them for their service to their 

country. While the Patriot Guard Riders are certainly not an outlaw motorcycle club, their 

organizing ethos is remarkably similar to returning veterans of World War II. 

Finally, it is important to discuss briefly the very term “outlaw.”  While in earlier 

chapters I go to great lengths to distinguish between the colloquial understanding of the term as 

that of “law breaker” and that of merely a seceding motorcycle racing faction, it seems clear that 

a majority of Club members do enjoy exploiting the citizens’ understanding of the word. Using 

the term “outlaw” to describe clubs like the Forgotten Warriors can have the effect of idealizing 

these organizations. The word “outlaw” carries with it romantic connotations of America’s Wild 

West, conjuring visions of Billy the Kid, The James Gang, and shootouts at the O.K. Corral. It is 

no secret that Americans have long embraced “bad boys and girls,” the mass media following 

their every move. Americans are riveted by the exploits of Bonnie and Clyde, and display a 

morbid fascination with characters such as Charles Manson, the Son of Sam, Ted Bundy, and 

Ted Kazinsky, among so many others. Considering the overwhelming popularity of cable 

televisions series like The Sopranos and movies such as The Godfather, it seems clear that this 

fascination extends to “outlaw” groups and organizations as well. It seems almost symbiotic, this 

need of the dominant society to have modern day outlaws and for those “outlaws” to be feared, 

loathed, and loved. I say loved, because society needs their outlaws to be alive and well, thriving 

in the media as we learn of the latest club war, drive-by shooting, or clubhouse bombing. We 

eagerly anticipate the release of the next book and soon-to-be-released movie detailing the 

harrowing life of an undercover law enforcement agent as he infiltrates and ultimately brings 

down another outlaw menace to society. Where else are Americans to turn for their outlaws? 

Rogue professional athletes such as Dennis Rodman, Charles Barkley, or Terrell Owens do not 

seem to satisfy. 

Members of the Club are at least subconsciously aware of this need for outlaws and 

admittedly revel in the playing of their role in grand charade. Members almost gleefully enjoy 

the wide berths afforded them during Hooter’s Bike Nights, while parking their bikes, not having 
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to stand in line for beer, having their own area “reserved” for them to congregate, and so on. It 

seems therefore ironic and a little disappointing when this same misunderstanding of the term 

outlaw brings down upon them unwanted attention from members of law enforcement. Members 

constantly bleat about being harassed by police or being “pulled by the Man” (being pulled over 

by law enforcement) for no other reason than to check registration numbers against frame and 

engine serial numbers. One might easily assume that in a society where an easily identifiable 

group is thought to be an “outlaw” organization, that the society’s law enforcement has an 

obligation to investigate their activities.  

 

Implications for Organizational Identity Theory and Research 

  

 Before ending this section it seems prudent to address specifically findings from the 

present study as they relate directly to organization identity theory and research. As stated in 

chapter two, organizational identity research literature reveals a number of important areas for 

study. Findings of the present study seem to resonate with two of these areas most strongly. 

The first suggests that organizational identity is the central, distinctive, and enduring 

attribute found across varied and disparate organizations (Young, 2001b). Of the many 

motorcycle clubs encountered during the course of the present study, one theme emerges: Each 

and every man interviewed defines himself almost completely through his membership in his 

club. The very act of one member introducing himself to another involves each stating his road 

name, club name, area of operation, and rank or position (if any). One Percenters encountered 

during the study (certain Hells Angels MC, and all Outlaw MC, Bandidos MC, and Sons of 

Silence MC) are quick to identify themselves as “one percenters”.  For example, when meeting a 

member of the Outlaws MC, it customary for the Outlaw to say something akin to, “How ya 

doin? I’m ‘Chains’, One Percenter, Daytona Outlaws”. Not once during the course of this study 

did I encounter a member of an outlaw motorcycle club who introduced himself with only a 

name–his given, legal name or his road name. Indeed, when members of the Club refer to 

members of other clubs whom they haven’t met, they do so as “patch-holder.” 

Second, a clear sense of organizational identity contributes to increased longevity of 

organizational members (Young, 2001a). During the course of my research it became clear that 

those Club members who had been with the organization for any considerable amount of time 
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(i.e. ten or more years) spent almost all their time at official and social club gathering telling 

stories to prospects and junior patch-holders.  These stories were almost always about their 

experiences as prospects, conflicts with other clubs, or entertaining tales of one misfortune or 

another during large regional club meetings. Regardless of the context of the tale, one thing 

remained constant across stories: an overwhelming commitment to the organization. From time to 

time, combat veterans would relate a story about one mission or another during their active duty 

years, but almost always this story would be “encapsulated” in a learning opportunity for the 

listener. By this I mean that there was some organizational function of the telling of such a 

particular personal anecdote. The storyteller would then draw a clear parallel to some aspect of 

Club life. More often than not, the story highlighted the importance of interdependence–how the 

actions or inactions of one affect all. 

For example, during Daytona’s Bike Week, a member called Sasquatch told a story about 

a failed search and destroy mission in Vietnam. The story illustrated how two men assigned 

nighttime security detail failed to do their duty–instead of keeping watch on the perimeter they 

fell asleep. Vietcong insurgents were then able to penetrate the camp and plant explosives, which 

cost a number of American lives. The story was told to a number of prospects and junior patch-

holders because Sasquatch caught a Sergeant-at-Arms (SA) and prospect sleeping on duty the 

night before, but he didn’t tell them or anyone else.  

After Sasquatch told the combat story, he then told another story that took place during a 

previous Daytona Bike Week; as he did so he looked unwaveringly at the SA whom he saw 

sleeping on duty. In order for this anecdote to connect to organizational identity theory, additional 

context is needed. Before the Club purchased its own land in the Daytona area, a Club compound 

was established at the Cabbage Patch Campgrounds. The Club established a perimeter around 

their campsite using plastic “caution” ribbon one might find around a constructions zone. Two 

entry control points were usually established on the each end (north and south), at which SAs and 

prospects were stationed around the clock. Other SA/prospect teams would serve as “rovers,” 

constantly patrolling the perimeter for infiltrators, keeping in contact with a Tactical Operations 

Center (TOC) via hand-held radios.  

Four years prior to the present study a small band of drunken bikers stumbled onto the 

Forgotten Warriors compound and began helping themselves to the Club’s beer. In short, the men 

were told to leave, which they refused to do, and a fight ensued that resulted in one Club member 
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being stabbed in the thigh. 

 

Limitations of the Study 

 

 The present study is limited by a number of factors, primarily my membership in the 

organization studied. While being an “insider” may provide a researcher easy entrée to an 

organization or subculture, the very fact that one is accustomed to such contexts predisposes one 

to certain biases and blindness. During the course of this study, while transcribing field notes, I 

found myself painting the events that transpired in an overly innocent or even romantic light. I 

realized that, by virtue of my own experiences as an outlaw motorcycle club member, I had an 

overwhelming desire to show the people of this subculture as valuable and wrongly maligned by 

the media and certain law enforcement and government agencies. Certainly, I’ve been pulled 

over by law enforcement officers while flying colors for no other reason than to verify that the 

serial numbers on the frame and engine cases matched those on my registration. I’ve also been 

refused service at bars and restaurants, as well as at Harley-Davidson dealerships, because I was 

wearing “gang colors.”  Businesses such as these have taken to placing signs at their entrances 

reading “No Colors Allowed.”  It is because of experiences such as these that I felt a need to 

“right the wrongs” done to members of the Club, and to do so through my research. Of course, 

this is a form of overwhelming researcher bias. As a result of becoming aware of at least one 

major bias in my research, I have asked my informants to review for authenticity all that is 

contained in this study. While at least one informant disagrees with my interpretation of how the 

Club uses symbols to create identity, all informants concur that the present study is an accurate 

snap-shot of my time spent studying the Club. 

Another limitation of this study is the short amount of time spent in the field. 

Ethnographers often spend months and years in order to arrive at an emic understanding of 

another culture. The present study suffers due to the fact that only a few months were spent 

recording data. 

 

Future Research 

 

What I and other outlaw motorcycle club researchers have failed to examine is the effect 
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that the current American “War on Terror” may have on the continued evolution of the 

subculture. Once again a handful of Americans find themselves on foreign fields of battle, 

waging an increasingly unpopular war for unclear reasons. Given the overwhelming influence 

armed conflict has had on the formation and evolution of the outlaw motorcycle club subculture, 

it seems appropriate to examine if and how the role of women in combat units in Afghanistan, 

Iraq, and other hostile zones fighting the War on Terror changes the perception of women as full 

members in outlaw and one-percent motorcycle clubs. Returning veterans from the current War 

on Terror interviewed during this study report being received by their communities in a much 

more positive manner than were returning Vietnam Conflict veterans encountered during my 

research. In fact, returning veterans are organizing on a very large scale in order to stop protest 

groups like Fred Phelps and the Westboro Baptist Church at the Funeral of Sgt. John Doles in 

Chelsea, Oklahoma (PGR, 2006). It appears that veterans and their families are very concerned 

with ensuring that the negative experiences of some returning Vietnam Conflict veterans is 

mitigated to the degree humanly possible. 

Clearly, the power of visual images in the outlaw motorcycle club system warrants 

further research.  The overwhelming importance imbued in organizational symbols such as club 

colors is obviously a function of culture.  Club members use other visual images to create and 

reinforce social boundary markers.  For example, extensive tattooing on arms, legs, chest, back, 

torso, neck, and face can be seen as antisocial images.  Likewise, straggly long hair and beards; 

outrageous black leather clothing; obnoxiously loud motorcycles painted with skulls, Grim 

Reapers, and the like all serve the rhetorical function of keeping certain people away and inviting 

a precious few in.  Thus, visual images serve as a Rosetta stone to understanding the system. 

Assuming that the increasing number of television network and cable programs 

represents a rise in popularity of motorcycle culture, future research may reveal that certain 

members of the subculture seem to have attained something of an iconic status. American society 

may well regard members of the Hells Angels MC more as pulp fiction characters than as 

credible menaces to society. Indeed, the way many have come to know members of the 

subculture is through cable television, with the History Channel, Discovery Channel, and The 

Learning Channel all cashing in on the appeal of outlaw biker documentaries, and with members 

of the Hells Angels MC appearing on television shows such as the Discovery Channel’s popular 

series Monster Garage.  While certainly not all members of one percent motorcycle clubs are 
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talented mechanics and artisans, perhaps certain members of one-percent clubs are using these 

new media as venues to broadcast a more positive image of what it means to be an outlaw biker, 

or more specifically a One Percenter.  

All-in-all, outlaw motorcycle clubs are a rich source for a long-term research program. It 

is my hope that others will also see the value in examining this cultural microcosm. 
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APPENDIX A 

 

Popular Outlaw Motorcycle Club Literature 

 

Barger, R., Zimmerman, K. & Zimmerman, K. (2000). Hell’s angel: The life and times of Sonny 

Barger and the Hell’s Angels Motorcycle Club. New York: Harper Collins. 
 
Lavigne, Y. (1996). Hells Angels: Into the abyss. New York: Harper Collins. 
 
Mayson, B. (with T. Marco). (1982). Fallen Angel: Hell’s Angel to heaven’s saint. New York: 

Doubleday. 
 
Paradis, P. (2002). Nasty business: One biker gang’s bloody war against the Hells Angels. 

Toronto, Canada: Harper Collins. 
 
Reynolds, T. (2000). Wild Ride: How outlaw motorcycle myth conquered America. New York: 

TV Books. 
 
Wethern, G., (with V. Colnett). (1978). A wayward Angel. R. Marek Publishers. 
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