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My name is Joshua Michael Dery, but you can call me Josh. A while back I was on a “lone wolf” ride through the South Texas Hill Country. It was a beautiful Sunday afternoon. Nature was flooding my senses with the brush of a warm wind, the smell of freshly harvested fields and a spectacular view of distant hills. Leaning and rolling down that twisting road headed nowhere in particular, I felt alert, alive and free.

Suddenly, around a corner came a pack of about twenty motorcycles. I extended my left arm out and low in the traditional, if not mysterious, greeting of the sport, but only two riders returned my salute. The others appeared unwilling to let go of very firm grips on both handlebars, and some were staring ahead so intently I wasn’t sure they saw me at all.
 
As the rumble of their machines faded, my mind began racing. Who were they? Why did most of them seem so tense? What would possess someone to ride in a group if they weren’t comfortable? How could someone accept the responsibility that comes with being the leader of such a pack? As my thoughts picked up speed, I realized my curiosity had taken over. There was little chance I could return to the solitude of my ride.
 
I found myself turning around and following them until they pulled into a dirt parking area next to what looked like an old barn. It turned out to be a makeshift roadside bar that catered to area weekend motorcyclists. Over the next forty-five minutes or so I mingled with the group. Although several wore vests or jackets with patches sewn on the back, indicating an affiliation with one riding organization or another, it was clear this was not a “club” ride.

In conversation I learned they had assembled that morning to participate in a charity run. Most of the riders did not know one another. One guy told me it was his first group ride, and his buddy nodded as though to say, “Same here.” The person riding the front bike explained he had been asked by the charity to lead the group when he arrived that morning.

“They gave us a map, some people fell in behind me and off we went,” he said.
 
Despite the fact that no one knew for sure who they were riding with, the group was enjoying itself at the stop and welcomed me unquestionably. They even asked me to join them for the remainder of the ride. I declined. They were a fun group, full of life and laughter. But, watching them depart, I concluded, based on facial expressions, motorcycle handling skills and general disorganization, that my decision not to ride with them was a sound one. They were clearly more comfortable socializing than riding. Two riders did stay behind, but in spite of obviously feeling intimidated, most were planning to “hang on tight” until they reached their next stop. The whole experience brought back memories.

The pack that interrupted my solitary ride that day was an example of the new generation of unlikely riding groups. They were together because they showed up at the same place and same time to support a charity. They had no knowledge of one another’s riding skills or habits. Most had little or no group riding experience, and there were no leaders or rules or discipline. No one seemed to realize what they were doing would be unthinkable to the “bikers” they thought they were emulating.

So why would good and socially responsible people do something their elders in the sport wouldn’t consider? I know the answer, because that’s how I started riding. They had no idea they were doing anything wrong. They had passed a riding course, gained a little road experience and were participating for a good social reason, and a lot of other good people were with them. So what was the problem?
 
Like most of the riders in that group, I once thought freedom came as standard equipment with every motorcycle—more a birthright than a responsibility. I quickly learned to love the adrenalin rush that comes with speed and the feeling of power inherent in mastering a machine, but most of all I believed it was cool to be identified as a motorcycle rider. I wanted everyone to think I was just a little wild and carefree—at least on weekends.
 
I bought a motorcycle, dressed for success and hooked up with a group of riders whose main function was to reinforce one another’s sense of belonging. Like most of my friends, I became part of the popular riding movement that I call the “ride to belong” crowd. In the process I made a decision to stay away from those who really do “live to ride or ride to live.”

As a consequence, traditions, based on age-old lessons learned, were lost on me. I had no idea why traditional groups had so much structure or why rules, personal discipline and leadership responsibility were as serious to real bikers as riding skills. I would find out the hard way.

[image: image]
 

[image: image] 1 [image: image]

Born Leaders

I was born and raised in the small town of Junction, Texas. It’s located on the northwest edge of the Texas Hill Country about 100 miles northwest of San Antonio, 450 miles southeast of El Paso and 150 miles northwest of Austin. Junction is a fairly typical west Texas town. With a population of around 2,600, our residents account for about half the people in Kimble County. Back in history, the area was pretty much a wild frontier territory with no real commercial attributes. There is, however, a natural junction where the north and south branches of the Llano River meet, and that’s how the town got its name.
 
Until the 1850s there were few settlements in the area, which was generally regarded as just a good place to stop and rest if you were headed to San Antonio or felt the need to work up enough courage and energy to survive the long haul to El Paso. Not many people even took advantage of land grants during the time of the Republic of Texas, partly because the Apaches were still around. Eventually, however, a few adventurous souls moved in and some rich people from San Antonio started expanding their property holdings, and the area began to get settled.
 
While I was growing up ranching was still the biggest industry, but tourism and hunting have pretty much taken over these days. There are now twenty-three motels, eleven bed and breakfasts, exotic game ranches and a whole bunch of historic markers documenting our Wild West heritage. Even the Llano River State Park stays busy most of the year. But despite all the new activity and growth, it’s still a frontier town down deep. We have only one traffic light, and other than London, Texas, which is much smaller than we are, there aren’t any other settlements to speak of in the entire county.

Good thing, too, because it was a great place to grow up, especially if you have a passion for riding motorcycles, like me. There are hundreds of miles of winding roads in the Hill Country, endless trail riding in all directions and if you just want to get out and go fast, Interstate 10 has an eighty-mile-an-hour speed limit all the way to El Paso. There aren’t many towns, trees or gas stations in that direction, though, so if you intend to make that run, I recommend planning your ride.

By 1995, I was twenty-four and had taken advantage of every riding opportunity our area had to offer. Because of the weather, we rode all year, and with over ten years experience I felt pretty confident as a rider. Like most small towns, we had two groups of motorcycle riders who got together on weekends. One group pretty much rode trails and occasionally organized races; the rest were road riders. I rode mostly with the trail riders until I went away to college. After I graduated, I came back home and noticed some interesting girls were joining the road group, so I bought a big sport bike.

We weren’t a riding club or anything, just a bunch of people who started hanging out at the same place and riding together. The group was a mixture of ages and motorcycles. About two-thirds of the group rode some kind of bagger and the rest rode variations closer to my choice of equipment. In case you don’t know, a bagger is slang for motorcycles with saddlebags. Motorcycle styles have changed over the years and some sport bikes now have bags, too, but those really don’t count.

Sport bikes are popularly known as “crotch rockets” because the design makes you lean forward, thus you are riding on your crotch, rather than sitting on your ass. So if you’re not sure which is which all you need to do is sit on the bike and let Mother Nature’s pinch explain it to you.

Today, manufacturers classify motorcycles differently than riders actually talk so it can be confusing. For example, cruisers usually include Harleys, the Kawasaki Vulcan, Yamaha Roadstar, Honda Goldwing and the like. Sport touring normally means they kept the attributes of a sport bike but made it more comfortable for long rides, like the BMW R 1200 RT and such. Sports bikes include machines like the Honda CBR and Kawasaki Ninja series. They are built more for speed than distance. Riders I know don’t bother to keep up with all the technical bullshit and just lump everything together as baggers, crotch rockets, choppers or dirt bikes. As I mentioned, I started riding on dirt bikes as a kid.

I switched to a crotch rocket when I joined the road group. You may have heard stories about groups that restrict participation to certain types of motorcycles, but we weren’t that serious. We did have fun joking about one another’s choice in rides, but we never really cared what you rode as long as it could keep up on the highway.

Back then, most of the riders in our group were older than me, however, except for three or four guys no one had my riding experience. We were an unlikely assembly that defied demographic description. There was a computer programmer, a tow-truck driver, a secretary, a professor and a few students from the local Texas Tech campus along with a couple of guys who worked at the VA Hospital in Kerrville, just to name a few. Even our justice of the peace, who was known as “the orneriest cuss in Kimble County,” rode a motorcycle and would occasionally stop by to check on us.

There were only two guys in our group who even came close to qualifying as real bikers. “Mad Dog” and “Fingers” both belonged to motorcycle clubs (or MCs, as they are known in the motorcycle world) at one time. Except for the story about how Fingers got his name, I didn’t know much about them, which is typical with our group. Despite the fact that we were only weekend riders we all had riding names, which came about as the result of some twisted logic or circumstance. Fingers, for example, got his name while he was still riding with an MC over in Houston.

Fingers

As he explained it, in those days he always wore half-gloves. Half-gloves are the ones with the ends cut off so your fingers stick out. They are popular with many riders because they look tough and you don’t need to take them off to get at stuff like you do with regular gloves. He was riding his chopper, wearing half-gloves, when his front tire blew and he lost control and fell off.

“Hell, I wasn’t goin’ that fast. I only skidded about ten feet,” he says when he tells the story. “Didn’t even hardly tear my jeans, but I put my hands down to cover my ass and the ends of these here three fingers got plum wore off.”

He would continue, proudly displaying the three stubs on his left hand. “Been called ‘Fingers’ ever since,” he would say, his tone more like that of someone accepting an award.

Mad Dog and Fingers would tell an occasional story about their days riding with MCs and were always trying to give the group advice. But we never took them seriously and considered their lectures more of a pain in the ass than a source of wisdom. After all, they were talking about the way their old groups did things, which included rules and procedures. Those weren’t the kinds of things we thought fit the image of who we wanted to be. What we wanted to be was free.

My First Day as Leader of the Pack

Back then I viewed myself as one of the free-spirited people I had seen in Hollywood movies--at least on weekends. Like most people, I knew all real motorcycle groups had a “Leader of the Pack.” So, when my “pack” asked me to be their “Road Captain,” I thought it was pretty cool. For those who don’t know, the Road Captain title has become a new-generation name of sorts for Hollywood’s more infamous “Leader of the Pack.”

The problem was my group didn’t know why the position existed, only that we needed one if we were going to feel like—and be seen as—“bikers.” Somehow the importance of the position was lost in the mystique of our movie image of riding. For us it was more like selecting a homecoming king. As for me, I felt like I had been voted most popular, which was important because I wanted desperately to impress one of the women who rode with us.

The day I was voted in as Road Captain, the group had decided to ride over to the Willow Creek Cafe, in Mason, for a late lunch. Mason is in the next county east of here. Since Junction was the only place in our county with real restaurants, making the forty-fivemile trip north on Highway 377 was a common ride for us.

We didn’t know it at the time, but their sheriff had actually come to our county commissioners court to complain about our group. Evidently, he thought our county officials were sending us over there on weekends as part of a conspiracy against him. He claimed we were the reason his county had a higher accident rate than ours.

Even if we had known about his complaint, it wouldn’t have mattered, because the moment we crossed the Kimble County Line, everyone breathed a little easier. The standard joke ran like this: If you are in a motorcycle accident, drag whatever you can across the county line. Simply laying there waiting for an ambulance would be a far more expensive and painful experience, because it meant a visit to our justice of the peace.

There really wasn’t a conspiracy. We were just hungry and wanting to ride, so twelve of us jumped on our motorcycles and took off. I was disappointed that a girl named “Dakota,” who I had my eye on, didn’t ride with us, because I was leading for the first time. As it turned out, her decision not to go was for me a blessing in disguise.

En route, I was going a little fast and was forced to hit my brakes hard to make a curve about a mile from the county line. In turn, the bike in back of me slammed on his brakes and swerved to avoid hitting my rear fender. Unfortunately, he swerved hard right and in the process hit the rear tire of the rider just behind me in the right lane position. By the time I looked in my mirror to see what all the commotion was about, six of the twelve motorcycles I had been leading were off the road and in the ditch. Despite the fact that I could see the county line up ahead, I decided the chance of a deputy showing up at that moment was slim. It didn’t look like anyone was hurt, but I thought I should do the right thing, so I went back to the scene.

No one was hurt physically, but feelings were another matter. As soon as I got off my motorcycle, I saw two riders standing nose to nose arguing about the cause of the accident. The others were choosing sides and taking positions behind one rider or the other. I decided that, being the Road Captain, I should step in.

I thought I had everyone settled down when the rider who had almost collided with me got about eighteen inches from my face and said, “You asshole. This is your fault.”

“My fault?” I responded. “Why don’t you learn how to ride a motorcycle?”

He immediately hit me in the face and then wrestled me to the ground. We began rolling in the dirt punching and kicking each other until we heard the police siren. I would learn later that two of the other riders had called 911 as soon as the accident happened, without checking with anyone else. The dispatcher assumed it must be the real deal so they dispatched a sheriff’s deputy, who was arriving fast. Needless to say he was none too happy with us, especially me.

The deputy was walking toward us when his cell phone rang. He talked into the phone and described the scene. After determining no one was hurt bad he went to his car and used the police radio to cancel the ambulance, which was already on the way.

When he got back to us he asked, “Does this mess have a leader?” Everyone pointed to me while I stood back, trying not to be obvious about my struggle to stop a nosebleed.

“You hurt?” he asked.

“No sir,” I said.

He looked at all of us and shook his head. “Get your license and registration and come with me,” he said.

“I wasn’t in the accident,” I said, thinking he was confused about who was involved.

“You the leader?” he asked.

“Yeah, I guess so,” I said.

He shook his head again and said, “Get in the car.” I got in.

While I was sitting in the car, I could see him outside talking on his cell phone. He walked back to the group and asked them some questions. Then he would talk on the cell phone again. After four or five minutes, he had the other riders check their bikes. Amazingly, they were all in working order, so he sent them on their way.

I watched through the windshield of the police car as they rode around the next corner headed for Mason and the Willow Creek Cafe, no doubt feeling relieved as they crossed the county line. I, on the other hand, was left wondering what the hell was going on.

The deputy was standing outside talking on his cell phone. He opened the door with the phone to his ear and said, “You have a couple of beers for breakfast?”

“No sir,” I said.

“He says no, same as the rest,” the officer said into his phone.

He listened for a while and then said, “Okay, got it,” before joining me in the car.

“Young man,” he said, “since no one was hurt and you managed to get your group in this mess while alcohol free, I’m going to let you go.”

“Officer,” I said, “I was not in the accident. What possible reason could you have for arresting me?”

“Were you going too fast when you approached the curve and slammed on your brakes or was the rider behind you speeding? How about failure to use your emergency flashers? Or the illegal U-turn you made to come back to the accident, or disorderly conduct?”

“What’s going on?” I asked. “I didn’t do anything.”

“I said I was going to let you go,” he repeated.

“Fine,” I said. “Thank you! Give me my license back and I’m gone.”

“Oh, by the way, Judge Houston wants to see you today,” he added with a smile.

Judge Houston, our justice of the peace, was also known as “Hangman” among riders. He appeared to enjoy the riding name we assigned him, even though we never made it official. Normally, whenever we assigned someone a riding name we gave them a rocker, which is a patch with the name on it, for the back of their jacket or vest. In his case no one had the guts to do the presentation, so we just blew it off.

He didn’t actually hang people, but we were all convinced that he would if the state legislature ever gave him the authority. “We got some strong trees down by the river,” he was fond of saying. “Too bad those pissants in Austin won’t let us use em’ proper.” It was his idea of a joke, of course, but being ordered to see him was never a good thing.

“What?” I asked. “What the hell for?”

“I don’t know,” the officer said. “He must have heard the call on the radio. He called my cell and asked what was going on. I wanted to issue a couple citations, but he said to let everyone go and have you stop by and see him. This must be your lucky day,” he said with a sarcastic smile. He was well aware that my day was not going to get any better.

“By the way,” he said, “if you try to lead another group anywhere before he releases you, he told me I should take you directly to jail.”

“This is bullshit,” I said. “Just give me my license.” I hesitated before adding, “Please.”

He handed me my license and maintained a knowing smile. He was clearly enjoying this moment… unlike me.

I went back to my motorcycle and decided I should go to Mason and check on the group before I went to see Hangman. When I arrived at the Willow Creek Cafe, everyone had already ordered lunch and was waiting to be served. They were still talking about the accident, but all had been forgiven and the conversation had turned jovial—a few jokes, teasing one another for having screwed up and eventually turning the whole thing into a bonding experience that would become part of the group’s folklore.

It wasn’t the first time there was trouble on a ride, and everyone figured it was just part of riding. As usually happens, the guy who punched me apologized, I accepted, we hugged and it was over. I was surprised, however, when he said, “Man, thanks for handling that cop! I thought for sure he was going to give me a ticket. Must be nice to be a reporter and have some pull.” I had been working as a reporter for our local newspaper only since graduating from college two years before. I had no “pull” anywhere. But if the group wanted to think I had “handled the cop” that was fine by me.

I had already decided I would make an excuse to ride back alone. I wanted to avoid explaining why I couldn’t lead them on the return trip. I also had no intention of having a beer, just in case the deputy was hanging around the county line waiting for me.

”No problem,” I said. “We just called Hangman and he took care of everything. I need to run over to his place and thank him so I’m headed out.”

“Go for it, Captain,” he said. I left feeling like a genius. It was a feeling that wouldn’t last long.

Hangman’s Sentence

Every county in Texas has between one and eight justices of the peace, depending on the population, and they mostly handle class C misdemeanors and minor civil stuff. But sometimes they run things differently in small counties like ours that only have one JP. Hangman used his distinction as the only JP to be in charge of whatever suited his mood, a fact that usually ended up scaring the hell out of citizens and pissing off the county commissioners. He wore his image of “ornery” the same way Texas Rangers wear their badges. With pride! The only reason he kept getting reelected was because no one had the balls to run against him.

Hangman didn’t have a real office. He mostly sat on his front porch and waited for “customers” to be delivered by the sheriff’s department. Everyone knew, if he was on the porch sitting in his chair with a shotgun within reach, he was open for business. If he wasn’t, you were expected to wait until he was. When I rode up he came out of the house, shotgun in hand, and starting talking before I was fully dismounted.

“What the hell you think you’re doin’?” he asked.

He was a huge man with a big gut—the kind that only comes from a complete avoidance of physical labor and drinking enormous amounts of beer. Despite the sloppy physique his hair was kept neatly short under his ever-present brown cowboy hat. He had a trimmed but full beard that was specked with gray, and he wore his usual long-sleeve Western shirt, blue jeans and pointed toe boots. He had been the JP since I was about ten years old so I guessed he was probably in his mid fifties, but it was hard to tell because a perpetual scowl kept at bay any detailed observation of his face.

“The deputy said you wanted to see me?” I asked as I removed my helmet.

“You think I’m stupid? I know why you’re here. I want to know why you were leadin’ the group today.”

“They elected me Road Captain,” I said.

“That election must a’ been asshole deep in Democrats,” he said.

“Sir,” I said, trying to be respectful, “I don’t understand your point.

”Ain’t no equal opportunity around here. You either know your shit or you don’t. And you don’t. Only a bunch of liberals would be dumb enough to allow you to lead a motorcycle ride,” he said. Needless to say, there weren’t many Democrats left in our county in those days, and Abraham Houston (his real name) was well known for freely sharing his decidedly strange independent views. When Bill Clinton was first elected, they say he wrote the mayors of both towns named Clinton, Texas—one in Dewitt County and one in Hunt County—recommending they change their names “for the good of Texas.” He was quick to justify his every idea by claiming to have inherited his wisdom from Sam Houston, one of Texas’ founding fathers, who he claimed as a relative.

“Hey,” I said, feeling myself growing irritated, “I’ve been riding--”

“Long enough to lead that group into a ditch. Cut the crap. Court is in session.” He rapped his knuckles against the table next to his chair to make it formal then added, “You don’t have enough experience to piss from the Pecos Bridge without gettin’ your boots wet.”

“Your honor,” I said, “I don’t know why I’m here. Am I being charged with something?”

“Son,” he said, “I reserve the chargin’ for those damn Northerners. They got the pissants in Austin all turned around lookin’ at Mexico while they sneak across our borders from the east and buy up the whole damn state. Some of ‘em’s even movin’ in around here. Hell, I don’t have time to watch those low crawlin’ snakes and you, too. I ain’t chargin’ you. I’m telling you. We ain’t got enough native Texans left around here to let you kill off everybody on a motorcycle. You ain’t qualified to lead a turd to an outhouse hole, and until Big Lou tells me you know what you’re doin’, you ain’t leadin’ nobody nowhere. You understand, or do I need to warm up a brandin’ iron and write it on your ass?”

Everyone in the county knew who Big Lou was.

“Big Lou?” I said, involuntarily. “I’ve ridden with him a few times. What’s he got to do with me?”

“Young man, you tell me another lie an’ the county’s gonna own that motorcycle over there.”

“Yes sir,” I responded, my eyes glued to my boots.

The truth was I’d never really ridden with Big Lou, but I had swapped a few stories with other riders in my group. If you were a rider in our town it was more important to know Big Lou than the details of the motorcycle you were riding. Trying to save a little face I said, “I know a lot about him. But what’s he got to do with me?”

“Rumors,” he said, shaking his head. “You don’t know a damn thing about Big Lou except rumors. You know the difference between rumors and farts, Mr. Smart Ass Reporter?”

”No sir, I don’t,” I replied, assuming I was about to get one of his famous philosophical summations on life.

“Not a damn thing,” he replied. “They both float around silently doing their damage ‘til someone yells FART and opens a window.” He laughed as if completely amused with himself, then quickly became serious again. “Go see Big Lou. He’ll open a few windows for ya. You might even learn to like the fresh air. Don’t come back here ‘til he says you know what you’re doin’.”

I was completely confused and pissed off by this whole situation. I had no interest in going to see Big Lou. He was the one person more feared than Hangman in our county. I reminded myself that despite his fondest wishes, this was no longer the Wild West. There was nothing legal about any of this. But I had been raised here, and I knew resisting would put me on a level with the ACLU, which most people around here regarded with as much affection as they did cancer. Some argued it was cancer. I knew he had me by the balls and so did he.

“Yes sir,” I said. “I’ll go see him right now. I’ve got a ride to lead next Sunday,” I added.

“You ain’t leadin’ shit ‘til Big Lou tells me it’s okay.” With that he banged his knuckles on the table again and said, “Court’s adjourned. Git!”

“Yes sir,” I said, and walked back to my motorcycle. Despite the courtesy I showed him, I had no respect for the fat old bastard. I knew how to ride, and I didn’t appreciate him inferring otherwise. It was insulting and potentially embarrassing if the group found out. But along with being pissed, I was also afraid of what he might do if I simply ignored his order. I decided I had no choice but to go see Big Lou.
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