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This book is dedicated to the memory of Barry Mason. Vaya con Dios mi amigo . . .


It’s a rough place, son. In fact, you have to puke twice and show your razor just to get in. Better grow some whiskers if you wanna go to Canada.

— Ronnie Hawkins

We are targeting biker gangs because they are not the free-spirited, easy-rider romantics that they would have you believe. They are criminals.

— Jim Flaherty

There’s a certain breed who feel the need to put people in their place. Not a bad bunch of guys, don’t hand ’em no lies, just stay off their case. People with angles never should tangle with the boys who kill with words. You don’t stand a chance, you’ll lose your pants.

— Phantom, Rocker & Slick
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INTRODUCTION

As a fullpatch member and national officer, first with the Rogues Motorcycle Club and then with the Bandidos Motorcycle Club, I regularly traveled all over North America and Europe to take care of business. I was a key player in the assimilation of the Quebec, Canada–based Rock Machine into the Bandidos Nation in 2001.

I got to meet dozens of fascinating people both inside and outside the biker world, which — although heavily scrutinized by the authorities, the media, and the public — is both an exclusive and secretive world. Becoming a 1%er is not like joining a bridge club — it is a long and tedious process meant to weed out those not worthy of receiving the club patch.

Some of the people I met, whether they were outlaw bikers or independent bikers, were criminals. Most, however, were law-abiding folk, albeit not your average garden-variety type. There were also the posers and wannabes, the type of people you find anywhere, in every walk of life.

I often get asked what kind of people join outlaw motorcycle clubs, or “gangs” as they are commonly called by the police and ordinary citizens. For the most part, anyone who joins a 1%er motorcycle club is a little psychologically skewed, usually as a result of an abnormal childhood. They’re still looking for a sense of family; something they never found during their childhood for one reason or another.

Motorcycle clubs are first and foremost about brotherhood: one for all, all for one. For some, it’s a machismo thing, bombing along on a powerful, flashy motorcycle wearing their club colors like a rooster strutting through the barnyard. For others, it’s mostly about riding their bikes with like-minded individuals, hanging out together, and having a little fun. Belonging to a motorcycle club gives many a sense of empowerment: this can be a good thing — it can also be a bad thing.

I lived the biker lifestyle for almost thirty years, and throughout most of it I was gainfully employed. Simultaneously, I lived as if every day were a holiday, for living that way is mandatory in the traditional biker lifestyle. And during that time, I was either a member of, or closely associated with, many outlaw motorcycle clubs.

Along the way, I spent time in prison; bought, sold, and built hundreds of Harleys; owned a multimillion-dollar construction management company; got married three times; and was a single parent to a young daughter. At times it was an ordeal that stretched me to limits I never knew I’d be stretched to. Being a biker has taught me a lot about human nature — the good, the bad, and the indifferent — but most of all it taught me a lot about myself. Thirty years of being a biker not only made me the man I am, but I also believe that I became a better man in the process.

Edward Winterhalder
Tulsa, Oklahoma
April 2008


PROLOGUE

I was eleven years old when Donald Eugene Chambers founded the Bandidos Motorcycle Club in San Leon, Texas. The year was 1966. Chambers, who was born in Houston, Texas, in 1930, was hooked on the motorcycle way of life from an early age. Although he didn’t race, he was an avid fan of two-wheeled competition and belonged to an American Motorcyclist Association–affiliated club called the Eagles. The club’s members religiously hit the road to attend and support AMA races in southeastern Texas. Eventually, Chambers migrated from the Eagles to another club called the Reapers, which, as their name suggests, was an outlaw club. In the Reapers, he attained the position of national secretary, which provided him with a solid grounding in the dynamics of how to successfully run a motorcycle club. It was only a matter of time before Chambers, who liked to do things his own way, got an itch to found his own club — a club he would call the Bandidos.

The founder of the Bandidos has often been characterized by journalists and authors alike as a disillusioned Vietnam War Marine Corps veteran who became a biker — like so many other vets — because he had an axe to grind with American society, a society that denigrated survivors of that terrible war as losers and baby-killers; that spat on them in airports; and that in many cases denied them employment. The truth, however, is in direct opposition to the myth: Don Chambers, although at one time a member of the Marine Corps, was anything but a disillusioned Vietnam vet. The closest he got to Vietnam was watching the evening news. Whether he was disillusioned or not is a moot point: it sounds good in print and gels with the clichéd portrayals of bikers. In society’s collective consciousness, anybody who starts or joins an outlaw motorcycle club must be disillusioned, disturbed, antisocial, or rebelling against something — perhaps all of the above.

No doubt Bandido Don was disillusioned with American society of the 1960s, as were millions of hippies, college students, and assorted left-wingers during that turbulent decade. Another misconception that has been disseminated by many journalists is that Chambers chose the red and gold colors of the Marines for the Bandidos’ patch as a tribute to the Corps. Actually, the original patch colors he chose were red and yellow, inspired by the coral snake and a southern expression “red and yellow, kill a fellow.” Red and gold weren’t adopted until a number of years after the Bandidos were founded. And contrary to popular belief, Chambers did not base the central image of his club’s patch on the cartoon character in the Frito-Lay Bandito TV commercial. Although it makes for an interesting story, it lacks credibility, as the commercial didn’t air until 1967 and then only during children’s programming.

Another myth surrounding the founding of the Bandidos is that it was Chambers’ intention to create an intimidating gang that would control the Texas drug trade. When the Bandidos Motorcycle Club first came into being, Chambers was a gainfully employed longshoreman on the docks of Galveston, not some kind of kingpin drug dealer as has been suggested. While it can’t be denied that Bandido Don became involved with drugs — it is a matter of record that he was mixed up in a drugs-related double homicide for which he served time in prison — like the dozens of other outlaw motorcycle clubs established in the late 1950s and early 1960s, riding Harley-Davidsons, drinking, partying, and rabble-rousing were the Bandidos’ mandate.

The slogan Chambers adopted for the club — we are the people our parents warned us about — is the key to the mindset he harbored: Fuck the world! We’re not toeing the line; we’re not the conditioned little puppets churned out by the system to serve society and the ruling elite who push the buttons; we do things our own way! As an outlaw biker, Chambers’ philosophy and feelings toward mainstream society were well defined: “One percenters are the one percent of us who have given up on society and the politician’s one-way law. We’re saying we don’t want to be like you. So stay out of our face. It’s one for all and all for one. If you don’t think this way, then walk away, because you are a citizen and don’t belong with us.”

Exactly what inspired Chambers to call his club the Bandidos, and where exactly the “Fat Mexican” patch idea came from, is much less sensational than the myth surrounding it. People who were close to Chambers admit he possessed a vivid imagination, and he found inspiration in Mexican folklore, which was closely tied to the Tex-Mex community. Chambers was known to be fascinated by Mexican desperados, and he spent countless hours in his local library reading up on them. From there, it was a short path to the forming of the Texas motorcycle club that would bear the Bandidos name.

Although the original Mexican bandidos were scruffy and mean hombres who engaged in disreputable deeds ranging from raping and pillaging to causing havoc wherever they went, they would never foul up their own towns. If anything, bandidos were their town’s protectors and quasi-law enforcement officers. During the French Intervention in Mexico, they even fought the invaders alongside government troops, militia, and mercenaries. The popularity of the image of the Mexican bandido as a well-fed and juiced-up pistol- and machete-wielding character wearing a sombrero and bandoleer led Chambers to adopt it for his club’s patch.

The caricature of the Fat Mexican is at once humorous and menacing, and clearly sends a message: don’t mess with me, compadre! While the idea for the Fat Mexican logo undoubtedly belonged to Chambers, the actual design was executed by a local Houston artist who had also been responsible for the logo of the Reapers. Once Chambers had a name for his club, a patch, and governing laws and by-laws put in place, he started recruiting potential members, many of whom were indeed Vietnam veterans. It was only a matter of time before the club started to spread throughout the South, Southwest, Midwest, and Northwest, and the Fat Mexican patch became ingrained in the minds of citizens everywhere.

At the time of the Bandidos’ founding, there were numerous motorcycle clubs in the United States. These included AMA-chartered clubs that were dedicated strictly to the promotion of motorcycling events, including touring and racing. These were often family-oriented clubs and carried with them an aura of respectability. The first motorcycle club in America, if not the world, was founded in 1903 in Yonkers, ny, and aptly called Yonkers mc. The club actually got its start in the late 1800s as a bicycle club. Owning a bicycle back then was considered daring and different. But with the advent of motorized cycles, the Yonkers Bicycle Club became a bona fide motorcycle club in 1903. It is still active today and can unequivocally claim to be the forerunner of every motorcycle club that followed.

The Yonkers MC’S main activities included recreational riding, staging racing events, and most importantly, partying! One year after Yonkers mc was founded on the east coast, the west coast got its first motorcycle club, the San Francisco Motorcycle Club (SFMC). Like Yonkers MC, it is still active today and was created with the same mandate in mind. Both clubs became among the first chartered members of the AMA, an organization that actually wasn’t launched until 1924. Although latter-day Yonkers and sfmc members have been active in the outlaw community at certain times, neither club has ever worn the outlaw 1%er badge, and they are both still considered to be family-oriented clubs.

By 1966, there were plenty of outlaw clubs as well. In the public’s perception, these clubs were made up of dangerous individuals who were to be avoided at all cost. This is not surprising, considering the steady diet of badass Hollywood biker movies of the 1960s, and highly publicized and exaggerated, though mostly isolated, violent incidents fed to mainstream America. The cornerstone of the modern-day outlaw motorcycle club lies in California, long known to be a magnet and incubator for off-the-wall social movements and radical concepts. Its genesis can be found with the hard-riding, hard-drinking, and hard-fisted members of two clubs: the Boozefighters of Los Angeles and the Pissed Off Bastards of Fontana. Both clubs were kick-started in the wake of the Second World War when motorcycles were cheap and sold by the thousands as war surplus.

Many of those who bought bikes gravitated into groups to ride and party together. In a story that has been told and retold countless times, the rowdy presence of the Boozefighters and Pissed Off Bastards at the 1947 Gypsy Tour Rally in the small town of Hollister, California, gave birth to the image of bikers as troublemakers and antisocial deviants. Their hard partying, heavy drinking, and crazy motorcycle stunts, although not exactly Boy Scout behavior, were totally blown out of proportion and sensationalized in news reports. The most outrageous episode that actually did occur was when two members of the Boozefighters rode their bikes into a local bar. A staged picture — taken by an opportunistic photographer and published in Life magazine — showed a drunk on a motorcycle clutching a bottle of beer. Ironically, he wasn’t even a member of a motorcycle club.

The picture, and headlines such as BIKERS TAKE OVER TOWN, captured the imagination of the American public. Both its fear and fascination with outlaw bikers took hold, and little has changed to this day — bikers, whether independent or club members, are perceived to be a breed unto their own. Meanwhile, the AMA, horrified by the negative publicity, held a damage-control press conference stating that all the trouble was caused by the “one percent deviant that tarnishes the public image of both motorcycles and motorcyclists.” This statement eventually led the outlaw biker community to adopt the term “one-percenter” to distinguish itself from the rest of the motorcycling community and citizens in general. The bikers’ negative image was fixed forever in 1954, when the movie The Wild One — inspired by the events that occurred in Hollister — hit the big screen. Anyone on a motorcycle was now perceived to be a social outcast.

The first to capitalize on the notoriety and infamy attributed to BIKERS WERE THE HELLS ANGELS, founded in California in 1948 by dissatisfied members of the Pissed Off Bastards. They were the first 1%er outlaw club and for decades commanded the most media attention. The Hells Angels would set the standards all other outlaw clubs aspired to. Only three, however, would rise to join them at the top of the biker world’s hierarchy: the Outlaws, Pagans, and Bandidos. While the Outlaws trace their lineage back to the McCook Outlaws — founded in McCook, Illinois, in 1935 — they didn’t become a 1%er motorcycle club until 1963. The Pagans, which were founded in Maryland in 1959, didn’t gain momentum until 1968 and today are still confined to the United States. But starting as a small regional Texas motorcycle club, the Bandidos rapidly became a force to be reckoned with, taking their rightful place alongside the Hells Angels, Outlaws, and Pagans; collectively they are known as the “Big Four.” Today, the Bandidos enjoy the distinction of commanding a worldwide dynasty with an estimated 2,400 members in more than 200 chapters located in sixteen countries.
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I didn’t meet my first Bandido until the summer of 1979 in Mobile, Alabama. At the time, I was a member of the Tulsa chapter of the Rogues Motorcycle Club, which got its start in Chicago in the early 1960s but later relocated to Oklahoma, the southwestern state that has been my home since 1975. The Bandido I met, Buddy Boykin, wasn’t just a rank-and-file member but a Vice Presidente under El Presidente Ronnie Hodge. I was introduced to Buddy, who had been in the club for about ten years, by a member of the Outlaws Jacksonville chapter. I had built up a friendship with the Florida Outlaws and was a frequent visitor to their Jacksonville clubhouse.

Buddy, a likable and popular character, lived close to my traveling route south, so his place was a perfect overnight stopover, just about halfway between Tulsa and Jacksonville. Before long, visiting with the Mobile Bandidos became a ritual every time I ventured to Florida. I had only been a Rogue for a few years, and my experience in the outlaw biker world was restricted mostly to that club and the Outlaws. Bandidos Vice Presidente Buddy introduced me to a totally different type of motorcycle club; one that truly believed in the concept of “brotherhood.” Although brotherhood was something all motorcycle clubs were supposed to represent, in my experience they often fell short of the “one for all, all for one” values instilled by Don Chambers.

It wasn’t long before I started mulling over the idea of changing the entire Rogues Motorcycle Club into a Bandidos Oklahoma chapter. Because I had a close relationship with the Mobile Bandidos, I thought the possibility of a patchover would be nothing more than a formality. Little did I know how long a process it would actually be. Despite intense lobbying, not just by me but by one of my friends in the Rogues’ Oklahoma City chapter who was close to a Texas Bandido, there would be no Oklahoma Bandidos until 1997. It was, at times, a frustrating journey of ups and downs, but compared to my involvement some years later with Bandidos Canada and their precursor, the Rock Machine, it would seem like a walk in the park.


CHAPTER ONE
WELCOME TO THE GREAT WHITE NORTH

It was Saturday, January 6, 2001, a day that would go down in Canadian and world biker history as the day the Rock Machine officially ceased to exist: they were now part of the Bandidos Nation. To mark the occasion, a huge patchover party was held in Kingston, Ontario. Kingston, which traces its roots to a French settlement established on Mississauga First Nation land in 1673, lies at the eastern end of Lake Ontario, where the lake turns into the St. Lawrence River, and the picturesque Thousand Islands begin. The town, renowned for its myriad century-old limestone buildings, was chosen for the party because it was strategically located, more or less, in the geographical center of the Rock Machine’s territory, which stretched from Quebec City, Quebec, to Toronto, Ontario, with members living as far west as London, Ontario. Ironically, Kingston is also home to one of the most notorious penitentiaries in North America, a prison known as the “toughest ten acres” in Ontario.

It was crucial for me to attend the patchover party and meet my new Canadian brothers. I had been assigned the task of overseeing the new national chapter of Bandidos Canada by George Wegers, who at the time was the international president of the Bandidos, as well as the president of the American Bandidos. In Bandidos terminology, he was simply known as El Presidente George.

In essence, I was to teach the Canadians how to organize and function as a Bandidos Motorcycle Club. In addition to establishing lines of communication, I was to compile and verify the entire membership roster for Bandidos Canada, including telephone number and e-mail address lists, and advise them on any necessary issues. While at first glance this may seem like a relatively easy assignment, as I actually believed it was going to be, it would prove to be anything but. I would soon discover that the Canadian Bandidos had inherited from their precursor, the Rock Machine, a disorganized mess. They had few internal records, no clearly defined mandate, and weren’t even sure who was in the club.

The reason I had been given the assignment of overseeing the new addition to the Bandidos Nation had nothing to do with my pretty face. I was born with a knack for diplomacy, along with finely tuned organizational and administrative skills. I also possessed a basic knowledge of law and legalese, which I had acquired in a prison’s law library while incarcerated during the early 1980s. None of my talents had escaped the notice of Bandidos El Presidente George, who had enlisted me to perform all kinds of managerial duties for the national chapter. Tasks I regularly performed for the club included coordinating the development of a Web site, assisting with putting together the monthly American Bandidos newsletter, arranging airplane flights for national officers, conducting public relations campaigns, and administering the U.S. membership phone list, e-mail list, and Bandidos support club chapter and membership lists. It wasn’t like I needed any more club responsibilities heaped upon me, but I had been a vocal proponent of expanding the Bandidos into Canada, and I felt the least I could do was help make the process a success.
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I had been in Canada for only two days, and all it seemed to do was snow — and it was cold as hell! But then, who in their right mind goes to Canada in January unless it’s for winter-related activities, something I avoid like the plague. I do not like cold weather. I hate snow! I don’t ski; I don’t skate; I don’t snowmobile; I don’t ice-fish. And now it looked like I had made the long journey from Tulsa, Oklahoma, for nothing. After much deliberation, I had decided not to go to the patchover party even though that was my sole reason for being in the Great White North.

I had been told there were some seventy-five police officers around the former Rock Machine’s clubhouse, and they would certainly be looking for me. The men in blue were engaged in their favorite outlaw biker–related pastimes: harassing people, snapping pictures, shooting video footage, checking ids, and arresting or detaining whoever they could.

Eight fellow American Bandidos had already been detained; what would save them from incarceration and deportation proceedings was the fact that they had legally been allowed into the country. The point-of-entry stamps on their passports were proof enough. But my passport did not have a stamp. Technically, I was in the country illegally and somehow the authorities got wind of it.

A few days earlier, on a dreary and blustery afternoon, I had successfully entered Canada disguised as a construction worker in a car driven by my sister Kitty. I had contemplated a number of different border-crossing scenarios and going overland seemed like my best bet. I had been allowed into Canada in recent years but due to my criminal record and membership in the Bandidos had also been denied access at times. It all depended on who was in the customs booth at the border and how diligent they were in performing their duty.

Most of the American Bandidos who were going to the patchover party had opted to fly into Toronto’s Pearson International Airport. I thought that under those circumstances, with Bandidos streaming into the city from all over the world, it would be much harder to gain entry through the airport. I had heard too many stories of Immigration Canada turning members of any motorcycle club around at the airport, even if they weren’t convicted felons.

Despite the fact that it had been almost twenty years since I had last been convicted, I had little doubt I would be caught and turned around if I tried to enter at Pearson. I decided to enter Canada through the Detroit–Windsor checkpoint. Kitty lived in Michigan not far from the border and made the crossing on a regular basis.

Windsor, the southernmost city in Canada, is an automotive town like Detroit, but on a much smaller scale. The two cities are separated by the Detroit River and linked together by the Ambassador Bridge and the Detroit–Windsor Tunnel. Windsor is the western terminus of Highway 401 — Canada’s busiest highway — and sees a lot of traffic flow. I assumed that if I entered the country during peak hours, border officials would be a bit more lax checking documents. My line of thinking proved to be correct: the Canadian customs officer, looking bored and cold in his booth, didn’t ask for our ids. I had my passport in hand, which he took a glance at, but all he did was ask Kitty a few questions about where we were going and how long we intended to stay.

“We’re just going to the casino for a few hours,” Kitty told him.

Without further ado, we were told to proceed, and I found myself in Canada, three hundred and fifty miles from Kingston, my ultimate destination. I noticed that most vehicles were entering Canada as quickly as we were. I was wondering if maybe it was too easy. Kitty mentioned that crossing into either country was usually a hassle-free procedure.

In the days before 9/11, no passports were required. If id was asked for at all, a driver’s license sufficed. After Kitty dropped me off, I made my way from Windsor to Kingston via London and Toronto, where I briefly stopped at the Outlaws’ and Bandidos’ clubhouses respectively. I finally arrived in Kingston late Friday afternoon and settled into a local Travelodge, where the other out-of-town Bandidos were staying as guests of the Kingston chapter.

After eating breakfast at the Travelodge on Saturday morning, I grabbed my laptop and went online to peruse various newspaper articles from around the world. One article caught my attention and really set my mind racing. It detailed how the police at Pearson International had caught a few Bandidos trying to get into the country for the patchover party. It went on to state that some outlaw bikers had actually gotten into the country, including an American Bandido from Oklahoma.

Although my name hadn’t been mentioned, this hit me like a bombshell. I was the only Bandido from Oklahoma in Canada. Somehow I had “been made” and the authorities were on the lookout for me. Arresting an American Bandido for illegal entry into the country presented them with the perfect opportunity to score some points and have a media field day.

Obviously, I was quite concerned, since it meant there was a leak somewhere. I had used no credit cards since entering Canada; I hadn’t made or received any cell phone calls; and I hadn’t registered at the motel. I pieced together a mental list of everyone who knew I had made it into the country. I at once ruled out my sister, because I knew she would never betray me; this left a number of Outlaws members I’d had contact with after entering the country and, of course, my Bandidos brothers. As hard as it was to believe, somebody from that list had reported me to the authorities. The fact it had made the newspapers really amazed me. I wondered if this was the authorities’ way of toying with my mind, letting me know they knew I was on their turf.

As much as I hated not going to the patchover party, I opted for a quiet dinner with Robert “Tout” Leger. Tout was a former Montreal Rock Machine member who was now a member of the new Canadian Bandidos. I had met him earlier in the day and discovered we had a lot in common. I had also heard of his exploits a number of years earlier, when he had gone to Texas in a bid to establish contact with the American Bandidos on behalf of the Rock Machine.

Bandido Tout had a dynamic personality you couldn’t help but be drawn to. Like me, the French Canadian enjoyed working on Harleys and had owned his own motorcycle shop for many years. This in itself at once produced a common bond between us. Due to an ongoing court case, Tout was under a legal injunction that prevented him from fraternizing with any members of the Rock Machine. Although most of the Rock Machine were now Bandidos, and Tout would technically not have been breaching the injunction, he felt there was no need to delve into semantics and had decided not to go to the clubhouse either. Over dinner at the motel restaurant, he invited me to his house near Montreal to hang out for a day and then return to the United States via train through northern Vermont.

“It will probably be the easiest way to get home,” he said in fluent English. “They’ll never expect you to cross at the Quebec border.”

Although I never underestimate the police, his suggestion made sense, and I agreed to accompany him. Hanging around Kingston and retracing my steps out of the country didn’t seem like an attractive proposition. We planned to leave Kingston by 8:00 p.m. for the three-hour drive to Montreal. At about 7:00 p.m., Bandido Tout and I returned to our rooms to pack. Not wanting to use a phone, we sent a runner to the clubhouse to let everyone know we were leaving town. I threw the few belongings I had with me into my overnight bag and then went online to check e-mail. As usual, there were at least a dozen or so business-related messages, a few from my then-fiancée Caroline, and about half a dozen from fellow Bandidos club members. I answered the most important ones while I waited for Tout.

Tout joined me about five minutes later, and we hung around the room to give the Bandidos at the clubhouse time to respond. As the clubhouse was only about a five-minute motorcycle ride from the motel, we didn’t expect a long wait. In anticipation, I cracked the motel room door open an inch or two using the night latch as a prop. Moments later, the door flew open, and Tout and I were confronted by members of the Kingston Police Department and the Ontario Provincial Police Biker Enforcement Unit.

“Nobody moves, nobody gets hurt!” one of the officers screamed. “Put your fucking hands on your heads. Now!”

We did what we were told and when all was deemed safe, two officers from Immigration Canada, who had waited outside the door, sauntered into the room like a couple of cats who ate the canary.

“Are you guys members of the Bandidos?” one of the Kingston cops asked.

This was a rather pointless question, as Tout and I were both sporting Bandidos logos on our belts and our shirts. We were also in a section of the motel totally occupied by out-of-town Bandidos. When we acknowledged that we were indeed members of the Bandidos, we were asked to state our names and places of residence. When I told them my full name, and that I lived in Oklahoma, the immigration officers stepped to the front of the pack — it was obviously their moment to shine.

“Is your street name Connecticut Ed?” one of them asked. I told him it was.

“If you’re from Oklahoma, then how come they call you Connecticut Ed?” the other immigration officer chimed in, as if this was actually relevant.

I explained that I was originally from Connecticut and got the nickname to distinguish me from other Bandidos named Ed.

As soon as they looked at my passport to verify my identity, I was arrested for violating Canadian immigration laws, handcuffed, and shuffled out into the hallway. The Kingston police spoke with Bandido Tout inside the room and quickly established he was who he said he was, that he was not violating his bond conditions by associating with me, and that there were no illegal substances or weapons in the room. Tout was free to go, and I was now a guest of the Canadian authorities.

No one at the patchover party was surprised to hear I had been arrested. They were, however, shocked to hear I had been arrested by Immigration Canada. Local law enforcement authorities had just released a number of other American Bandidos due to the failure of the immigration authorities to arrive and take custody of them. When I learned about this, I wondered why Immigration Canada had such an interest in me. I could only guess it was due to the fact my fellow American Bandidos were rank-and-file members, whereas I had ties to the national chapter and was therefore a person of extreme interest to them. How the immigration officials knew who I was, however, was something that totally escaped me.
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From Kingston, I was transported about forty-five miles east to an Immigration Canada holding cell in Lansdowne for my initial booking. So here I was, back behind bars. It wasn’t an alien environment to me, but it wasn’t one I particularly cared to be in either, especially in a foreign country where I didn’t know the ramifications of the law — where I didn’t know what to expect at all!

Ironically, Lansdowne is located less than a quarter-mile across the St. Lawrence River from the United States. I could have thrown a rock and hit the U.S. Customs Office on Wellesley Island, which is part of the Thousand Islands chain that dots the St. Lawrence like so many stars in the sky.

“Don’t get too comfortable. You won’t be here long. You’re going to Ottawa,” one of the immigration officers said as I settled into my cell, waiting for the other shoe to drop. He explained that the higher-ups had requested my transfer to Canada’s capital city, where my case would receive “proper” attention. Apparently Immigration Canada was all abuzz, convinced I was a big fish and a prize catch, something the media would adore. I was soon to learn that Canadian newspapers, like their counterparts everywhere else, loved to run front-page stories about outlaw bikers — the more sensational the better.

I have to admit that the immigration officers assigned to book me were unusually respectful. I was not quite used to being treated in such a dignified manner by the authorities. Maybe it was because they really believed I was some kind of major player in the world of 1%ers. While awaiting my transfer to Ottawa, another immigration officer asked me if there was anything he could get for me. To his surprise, I requested the Canadian Immigration Statutes.

“We’ve got a lot better reading material than that,” he said. I told him the statutes would do — I didn’t bother to explain I had a knowledge of the law approximating that of a paralegal — and he was kind enough to supply me with the complete manual. I was contemplating waiving my deportation hearing, but by the time I read through the manual, I decided that I wanted to stay and fight. Why I chose to go this route, which obviously was not the path of least resistance, I’m not quite sure. Perhaps it was because it’s in my nature never to back away from a confrontation. Maybe it was because I wanted to be able to return to Canada so I would be better able to do my job with the Canadian Bandidos. Maybe it was because I needed my head examined.
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On Monday, January 8, I was transferred to the Ottawa Carleton Detention Centre, a maximum-security prison on the outskirts of Ottawa. I was at once placed in solitary confinement for security reasons. Apparently, the prison held a number of Hells Angels and officials feared for my safety. I was advised that my deportation hearing, scheduled for Wednesday, was being postponed for one week until January 17. On January 9, an arraignment hearing was held via telephone.

I argued the hearing myself and, over the objections of the Crown attorneys, convinced an immigration adjudicator to grant me a bail bond in the amount of $20,000. I calculated the amount of cash I would need to be released at $2,000 (10 percent of $20,000) and thought that it would be very easy to obtain. Imagine my surprise when I found out that in Canada there isn’t a 10 percent bail bond system like there is in the United States. If I was to obtain my release, I was going to have to come up with $20,000 cash.

I was being held on an administrative charge, not a criminal charge. I had not been arrested for committing a crime and was not going to be formally charged with any criminal violations. Even if I was found guilty of the administrative charge, incarceration was not an option. The only punishment that could possibly be imposed on me was deportation back to the United States. But that is exactly where I wanted to be. I had a hard time grasping the logic behind my detainment because I was sure that by now they knew exactly who I was, that I had had a clean record since 1982, and that there were no outstanding arrest warrants for me in the United States — or in Canada for that matter.

For all intents and purposes, I was unable to return home because the Canadian government wanted me to stay just so Immigration Canada could “officially” deport me. It was a ludicrous situation to be in, but to the immigration people, apparently this was serious business. They were very resolute in their dealings with me and acted like I had committed a murder or something. And to make matters worse, according to Canadian immigration laws, I could be held in jail without bail for up to two years, pending my deportation hearing.

I knew that I was extremely lucky to have been granted bail, and, apparently, I was the first biker ever to receive it on a deportation matter. At this stage of the game, I figured it would all be over soon and I would be on my way back to Oklahoma, where my eight-year-old daughter, Taylor, was anxiously awaiting the return of her daddy.

As soon as I was informed that bail would be granted, I contacted one of my new Canadian brothers, Jean “Charley” Duquaire, the first national president of Bandidos Canada. He was aware of my situation, of course, and in no time I convinced him to lend me the bail money, assuring him he would be paid back within a few days. It was imperative that the money was clean, with a readily identifiable paper trail to its source. Presidente Charley obtained the necessary funds on his credit card through a cash advance at the Bank of Montreal. He converted the advance into a bank cashier’s check and hand-delivered it to the Immigration Canada office in Ottawa.

Early Wednesday afternoon, January 10, I was released from custody and driven back to Kingston, where I spent a few days at the home of another new Canadian Bandido, Marc “Garfield” Yakimishan, and his family. As a condition of my bail, I had been ordered not to leave Canada, to reside in the care and custody of Bandido Garfield, and to appear at my next hearing. Garfield was, at that time, scheduled to become the new El Secretario for Canada, so staying with him for a few days was ideal. If I was going to be on an extended vacation courtesy of Immigration Canada, I thought that I might as well make the best of it. Because I was to teach Garfield what was expected of him as a Bandidos El Secretario, I wasted no time sitting down with him to give him a crash course. Although, technically, I could have split from Canada at any time, I had every intention of sticking around. Not only did I want my bond money and my confiscated Bandidos colors and passport back, I wanted to fight the deportation that was in store for me, since I was convinced I could win.

As soon as I was released from jail, I hired one of the best criminal defense attorneys in Canada, Josh Zambrowsky. Kingston-based Zambrowsky was well known for his work representing people accused of major crimes; he also had an excellent reputation with the Montreal and Kingston Bandidos. He had represented some of them a few years earlier, and they thought he was “neater than sliced bread.”

As part of our plan to prepare a character defense for the hearing, two attorney friends of mine from Oklahoma, Jonathan M. Sutton and William J. Patterson, wrote tremendous character reference letters on my behalf. But our only problem was that my case was not a criminal matter — it was an administrative matter. And we were not dealing with the criminal justice system; we were dealing with Immigration Canada, which was quite accustomed to doing things however they wanted, with no interference from the justice system.
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One of many newspaper articles dealing with my immigration problems appeared on the morning of my release from the Ottawa Carleton Detention Centre. It reinforced the notion that I was one of the most powerful men in the American Bandidos. Although I was on a temporary assignment for the United States national chapter, and had held the position of El Secretario (national secretary) on a number of occasions, in the scheme of things I was hardly a “big-wheel” or “high-ranking” Bandido. At the time, the only office I held in the club was secretary of the Bandidos Oklahoma chapter.

Big-wheel biker wins $20G bail

By John Steinbachs

January 10, 2001

A high-ranking Bandidos motorcycle gang member is expected to be released on bail today after cooling his wheels in an Ottawa jail.

Edward Winterhalder, 45, appeared before an Ottawa Immigration and Refugee Board adjudicator yesterday for a detention review hearing.

The adjudicator ordered that he be detained but allowed him to be released on a $20,000 bond.

The border-bouncing Bandidos biker was busted after a Kingston patchover Saturday where several local Rock Machine members were inducted into the international club.

The closed event — attended by an estimated 53 people — came just one week after the rival Hells Angels patched over dozens of members from smaller Ontario gangs.

The Tulsa biker — reputed to be one of the most powerful men in the club — was detained by Citizenship and Immigration Canada on charges that he entered the country illegally.

Winterhalder has been ordered to appear on Jan. 17 for a board inquiry, where an adjudicator will rule if the allegations against him are founded and decide whether or not to issue a removal order.

Didn’t tell guards

According to a Citizenship and Immigration report, Winterhalder — who admitted to being a member of the brazen Bandidos — told investigators he entered Canada on Jan. 5 through Fort Erie but didn’t tell border guards of his gang affiliations.

In 1995, he tried to cross at the same border point but was turned back by immigration officers.

The immigration report also said he has told officials that he has a criminal record, including criminal convictions for concealing stolen property, uttering a forged treasury cheque, possession of a stolen vehicle, carrying a prohibited weapon and carrying a concealed weapon. His last admitted conviction noted in the report was in 1983.

With bikers taking a higher profile in Canada recently, immigration officials have been keeping their eyes peeled for possible spottings at ports, including Pearson International Airport in Toronto.

Officers said the alerts led to the interception of four members of the Bandidos bike gang arriving here for the opening of the Kingston chapter.

Police said two members of the group’s Denver chapter and one each from Washington and Amsterdam were turned around at the airport. A senior member of the Washington chapter did slip into the country but left on Sunday.
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Letter from Tulsa, OK, lawyer Jonathan Sutton, offering testimony to my character.

To Whom It May Concern,

1/15/2001

I am writing for and on behalf of Mr. Edward Winterhalder, an American citizen and good friend of mine. As I am intending to provide a reference for Mr. Winterhalder, it may be important for you to know something of myself. I am an attorney practicing primarily in Oklahoma, and admitted to practice before all Courts in Oklahoma, as well as the Northern, Eastern and Western Federal District Courts of Oklahoma, the Tenth Circuit Court of Appeals, and the United States Supreme Court. I have previously worked as a corporate attorney for the United Parcel Service, and the Tulsa County District Attorneys Office, prior to establishing a private practice and firm.

I came to know Mr. Winterhalder roughly five years ago, and have enjoyed my interaction with him since. I have found him to be much like myself in many respects, specifically, a highly motivated, intelligent, tenacious individual, possessed of a strength of character and moral code so rarely found in today’s society. Having worked for Mr. Winterhalder on a variety of legal issues, I can further attest to the lack of criminal allegations brought against him during the time I have known him. Clearly, I am not able to prove a nullity, thus I can only state that for the entire time I have known him, I have never known of conduct that would likely give rise to such charges. He is a loving father, a respected member of the business community, and a valued friend. I know of less than five people I would say this about, but I personally trust Mr. Winterhalder.

Truly, I wish more people in today’s society were like Mr. Winterhalder: we would all be far better off. Every time he has stated he would do something, he has; every time he made a commitment, he carried it out; every time he was placed in a situation where he could do the easy thing or the right thing, he did the right thing. I have great respect for Mr. Winterhalder, and trust that whatever the situation is there in Canada, that you do the right thing and release him.

Sincerely

Jonathan Sutton
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While awaiting my January 17 immigration hearing, I went to Toronto one evening with Alain Brunette, Vice Presidente of Bandidos Canada. He had been appointed to the position by Jean “Charley” Duquaire, who as leader of the former Rock Machine had automatically become Canadian Bandidos president. I was pleased to hear Alain had received the appointment, as I had briefly met him on a previous occasion in the United States almost two years earlier.

Despite the snow that had fallen during the day, the roads had been cleared and sanded, and Vice Presidente Alain and I made our way safely into the sprawling GTA (Greater Toronto Area) by early evening. As we approached Canada’s largest city, I could see in the background the world-famous CN Tower, which pierced the darkening sky like a gigantic needle, dominating the entire skyline despite the looming skyscrapers that surrounded it.

“That’s one hell of a tower,” I said. “I’ll bet the view from up there is amazing.”

“It’s the world’s tallest freestanding tower,” Alain said. “Going up it is a must-do tourist thing.”

I asked Alain if he knew how tall it was, and he told me it was close to two thousand feet. To satisfy my curiosity, I later did a Google search and discovered the tower was actually 1,815 feet high. I definitely wanted to catch the view from the tower’s observation deck, but the purpose of our trip to Toronto was not to go sightseeing. Someday, I thought.

We were in Ontario’s capital city to meet with Peter “Peppi” Barilla, president of the Toronto Loners Motorcycle Club, and visit with the new Toronto North Bandidos chapter. We wanted to talk to Peppi about the possibility of patching over the Loners into the Bandidos in the near future. I had been told that Peppi wielded a lot of influence in the Toronto biker community and that he would make a valuable ally. Although he wasn’t a tall individual, he exuded a powerful presence — stocky and muscular, covered in tattoos, shoulder-length sandy-blond hair, beard, and quick to flash a smile. He made you feel at ease, and yet at the same time you knew he wasn’t someone to mess with. The meeting with Peppi took longer than we expected, and by the time we got to the Bandidos’ clubhouse, located in an industrial area of the city, their weekly “church” (a biker term for a meeting) had just finished.

To our dismay, we discovered that the entire Toronto chapter had just voted a Bandidos prospect by the name of Eric “Eric the Red” McMillan out of the club. Bandidos Prospect Eric was a tough young kid from Oshawa, a city about twenty-five miles east of Toronto. He apparently harbored a deep resentment for some local bikers who had joined the Hells Angels in the Toronto area. The reason for this was never revealed to me, but it was never surprising that a member of one club hated a member or members of a rival club. In many cases there was a justifiable reason; sometimes it was just the thing to do. Vice Presidente Alain and I saw Eric as one of the brightest stars of the entire Toronto chapter, but the Toronto Bandidos saw him as too “anti–Hells Angels.”

Alain and I left Toronto harboring mixed feelings: we felt good about our meeting with Loners President Peppi, but generally bad about the Toronto Bandidos. Peppi had shown interest in our proposal to patch over the Loners — that was the good part. We didn’t think the Toronto Bandidos chapter would survive — that was the bad. We also wondered if some of the members would become Hells Angels. The way they seemed to feel about the Angels — something they didn’t conceal when we met them — convinced us they would.

Alain and I decided to drive directly to Oshawa, which conveniently happened to be on our way back to Kingston. As we drove out of town, I asked my new Bandidos brother to tell me a bit about himself. Usually I’m not so forthright, but I thought it was important to get to know as well as possible the new Bandidos officers I would be dealing with. I knew I wouldn’t have the luxury of spending all that much time with Alain or any of the other guys. Although communicating with each other took a lot of patience, reiterating or rephrasing sentences, I discovered he was born in Montreal, grew up on the South Shore of the city across the St. Lawrence River, and had one sibling. He had been riding motorcycles since he was fifteen years old, almost the same age I was when I first threw a leg over a motorcycle.

“My first bike was a three-fifty two-cylinder two-stroke. I kinda learned how to ride on that one. Then I got a six-fifty Kawasaki, and after that a Yamaha eleven hundred. I was a pretty good rider by the time I got that beast, and then I got my Harley,” Alain said. He went on to tell me he had been working since he was a teenager, mostly in the landscaping, construction, and snow-removal business. We had quite a bit in common, I thought, because I too had been working since I was a teenager, and a lot of that work had been in the construction industry.

When we got to Oshawa — a General Motors factory town — we drove to Bandido Prospect Eric’s place and roused him from sleep. To make up for the early morning intrusion, we took him for a 2:00 a.m. breakfast at a local restaurant. After talking to Eric, and hearing his side of the story, we decided to reinstate him into the club. To avoid direct conflict with the Toronto chapter, we transferred Eric to the Kingston chapter, which was under the direct supervision of Alain. When we called the Toronto Bandidos to tell them what we had done, they were, needless to say, livid!
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The highlight of my unintentionally extended Canadian vacation was a trip to Quebec to meet with some of the new Montreal Bandidos, including Bandido Tout, whom I hadn’t seen since my arrest at the Kingston Travelodge. While I was in the area, I decided to spend some time with Tout, taking him up on his earlier invitation to visit his home. Although, technically, I was supposed to stay with Bandido Garfield in Kingston, I wasn’t too concerned about breaching my bail condition. It’s not like it would result in extra jail time if I got caught. Ultimately, if I lost my deportation hearing, I was just going to be booted out of the country.

Bandido Alain and I traveled from Kingston, where he actually lived, by car to Laval, a town just outside of Montreal. The journey took us east down Highway 401, which ends at the Ontario–Quebec border. The Montreal Bandidos had rented a room for our meeting in an upscale hotel in Laval, which I knew had once been the home base of the infamous Hells Angels North chapter. I don’t know if the meeting was held there for my benefit or if there was some other reason, but I was quite impressed with their choice of location, away from the hustle and bustle of Montreal. The room, which was on one of the upper floors, afforded a spectacular view of the surrounding rural area and the dazzling skyline of cosmopolitan Montreal.

It had been decided prior to my meeting with the Montreal Bandidos that Bandido Garfield would not make a good El Secretario; he was not a very organized individual, and as a result, he found it difficult to comprehend what was expected of him. We definitely needed to find someone better qualified to do the job. Bandido Presidente Charley, Bandido Vice Presidente Alain, and I decided that Bandido Robert “Tout” Leger would be the perfect candidate for the job. Alain knew Tout quite well and he had assured me Tout would do an excellent job.

Despite his protestations that he didn’t even own a computer, and that he didn’t want the job, we somehow conned Tout into it. After the meeting, we all had dinner at a trendy Italian restaurant in Montreal, where we were joined by other local Bandidos. We had a delicious meal and everybody seemed upbeat about the future of the Bandidos in Quebec. I parted ways with the Montreal Bandidos and Vice Presidente Alain after the dinner and accompanied our new El Secretario Tout to his home just south of Montreal.

With my immigration hearing coming up in a few days, however, and the fact that I wasn’t even supposed to be out of the Kingston area, I decided to make it a short visit. Still, I managed to spend two days and nights with Tout and his family and had a great time; the Leger family showed me what French-Canadian hospitality was all about. The day before my hearing, Tout gave me a ride back to the Ontario border, where we were met by Alain, who was to drive me the rest of the way to Kingston. When I said good-bye to Tout, promising him we would get together again as soon as possible, I had no idea it would be the last time I would ever see him.
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To make it look like I was abiding by my bail conditions, I had Bandido Garfield drive me to Ottawa for my January 17 deportation hearing. It was another bitter cold day, and the closer we got to Ottawa — ninety miles due north of Kingston – the more snow we encountered. I noticed all kinds of dump trucks cruising around piled full of the white stuff. When I asked Garfield what that was all about, he explained the trucks were hauling snow cleared from roads and public parking lots and dumping it in the river. I couldn’t believe my eyes — I had never seen anything like it.

The hearing turned out to be another big waste of time, if not a downright farce. I was beginning to wonder if the Canadian authorities and bureaucrats were actually in touch with reality. To make matters worse, Immigration Canada attorneys successfully argued that I needed to stay in Canada for four more months. I was absolutely amazed at their arrogance and lack of common sense, but Josh Zambrowsky explained it was just their way of trying to get me to capitulate — apparently they didn’t like to be challenged.

Immigration Canada was under the impression that if I was forced to stay in Canada for four months, I would give up and waive my deportation. Despite the fact it was not reported in the newspapers, which ignored salient details in favor of fabricated ones, Josh argued I did not need to stay in the country, since I would be happy to return to Canada for my next hearing. The adjudicator agreed and, in his final written ruling, ordered me to return for the next hearing, which was scheduled for the middle of May. At the same time, he stated I could live “wherever I wanted” while awaiting the hearing. The adjudicator also ordered that if I decided to return to the United States, I should notify Immigration Canada at the time of my departure. I could now go back to my daughter, my fiancée, the Oklahoma Bandidos chapter, and my construction management business.

On Friday, January 19, I said my good-byes to everyone who had helped me and crossed the border, fittingly enough, at Lansdowne, where a few weeks earlier I had spent two nights in an Immigration Canada holding cell. Once I was in the great state of New York, I headed to Syracuse, where I caught a night train to Cleveland, Ohio. In Cleveland, I boarded a Southwest Airlines flight to Tulsa. Soon I would be back in the American heartland.
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My Immigration Canada deportation hearing on January 17 put me back in the headlines. An article published in the Ottawa Sun gave a fairly accurate report of what transpired at the hearing. It is interesting to note, however, that the writer of the story had me cross the border at Fort Erie instead of Windsor. The two cities are separated by a distance of 248 miles.

Bandidos departure stalled — Biker told to stay in country until May

By John Steinbachs

January 18, 2001

Bandido biker Edward Winterhalder is accused of being in the country illegally, and Citizenship and Immigration Canada wants him out.

That’s why it seemed bizarre yesterday when a lawyer for the government asked for a four-month adjournment during Winterhalder’s Immigration and Refugee Board hearing, effectively stranding him on Canadian soil until May.

If he leaves the country and tries to come back, he’ll be denied entry by Immigration and forfeit his bail money.

The border-bouncing Bandido — reputedly one of the highest-ranking men in the organization — was busted at a Kingston Travelodge after a biker patchover Jan. 7 where several local Rock Machine members were inducted into the international club.

After five days in jail, he was ordered released on $20,000 bail.

Winterhalder, who says he owns a construction company, wants to go home to take care of his young daughter.

But the adjudicator at the hearing, who admitted his hands were tied in the matter, ruled for an adjournment and denied Winterhalder’s request that he be allowed to return to Oklahoma and return for the May hearing.

He ordered Winterhalder to remain on bail and be back in Ottawa for the May hearing.

Immigration officials say they need more time to put together their case against him, which includes entering the country illegally with a criminal record and being a member of the Bandidos, an alleged criminal organization. Winterhalder bristled at the suggestion.

“It’s certainly not a criminal organization,” he said of the Bandidos after the hearing.

He said he didn’t enter the country fraudulently and was waved through the border stop in Fort Erie before he could identify himself and describe his criminal record.
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