
[image: image]











Hells Angel

THE LIFE AND TIMES OF
 SONNY BARGER
AND THE HELLS ANGELS
 MOTORCYCLE CLUB

RALPH SONNY BARGER

WITH KEITH AND KENT ZIMMERMAN

[image: image]








DEDICATION




To Sarrah







Contents


Cover



Title Page



Dedication



Acknowledgments



Introduction



1 Muster to Custer



2 Blue-Collar Oakland, Jungle Jims, and Ralph the Lumper



3 Sleeping in the Snake Pit



4 Harleys, Choppers, Full Dressers, and Stolen Wheels



5 The Proud, the (Filthy) Few  the Hells Angels



6 Old Ladies, Main Squeezes, and the Maid of Livermore



7 The Sizzling, Acid-Drenched Sixties



8 Running Through the Jungle, Porterville, and Shooting Pool with an Automatic



9 Let It Bleed: No Sympathy for the Devils of Altamont



10 Murder, Mayhem, Living Outside the Law



11 Locked Up and Low DownAngels on Ice



12 RICO My Assthe Law with the Funny Name



13 Rats, Infil-Traitors, and Government Informants



14 Taz Kicks the Big C



15 Oakland in My Rearview Mirror, Informants Carefree Highway Through My Windshield




Afterword: The Rap-Up



About the Authors



Copyright



About the Publisher









ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


Thanks to everyone who helped make the club and myself what we are today.


Sonny


Thanks to Fritz Clapp, Jim Fitzgerald, Cisco Valderrama, Sharon Barger, Bud and Shirley Rogers, Kent Russell, Mouldy Marvin Gilbert, Bobby Durt, Big Al Perryman, Guinea Colucci, the Oakland Hells Angels MC, Paul Slavit, Diane Austin, Bob Blasier, Ben Schafer, Paul Bresnick, Ben Myron, Tony Scott, and especially Deborah Zimmerman and Gladys Zimmerman and Sonny, Noel, and Sarrah.


The Zimmermen










INTRODUCTION





I knew all along that if I told my story straight up, just as it happened and without any apologies, the bike riders and citizens who love freedom and the open road would rise up and support my book and make it a bestseller. And thats what happened. Within the first few months of the hardcover release, Hells Angel became a bestseller in the United States, the United Kingdom, Canada, and Germany. Translations are on the way in Italy, Norway, Sweden, Denmark, Japan, and even Turkey and Estonia. Like my Harley Road King, the book really took off.


People all over the world have visited my website, www.sonnybarger.com, and posted their personal messages of support. They seem to have understood my central message: freedom aint cheap, dont be a rat, and sometimes you have to literally fight to be free. And readers finally got the real story of the Hells Angels after decades of law enforcement garbage theyve been spoon-fed through the media and crappy tell-all books and articles. This was a chance to clear up all the lies and distortions.


Most writers/authors sign books and do press interviews in just the big cities like New York, Chicago, Los Angeles, and maybe Denver and San Francisco. Thats about it. Well, I knew that wasnt gonna cut it with my people.


After the kick off release of the book in New York City with a signing and a party that included the New York City chapter, the Sonny Barger 2000 Route 66 Tour started in Chicago and wound its way across the United States to the sunny shores of California. I wanted to sign books in real American places like Springfield (both Illinois and Missouri), St. Louis, Tulsa, Oklahoma City, Amarillo, and so forth. After Amarillo, we hit the West, my territory, spanning regions like New Mexico, Arizona, veering off to Vegas and finally, California and the West Coast.


In addition to bookstores, we had signings in bike shops and Harley-Davidson dealerships all along the way. The bike shops became the answer, the place to really reach the die-hards. I guess they felt more comfortable around a grease pit or a showroom full of Harleys than a bookstore. If we drew three hundred people at a bookstore, a bike shop might draw more like six hundred to eight hundred people.


After the Route 66 Tour, I shot off into all four corners of the United States, including Denver, Minneapolis, Cleveland, Buffalo, Rochester, Portland, Seattle, and lots of towns in the Northeast. I signed thousands of books at major motorcycle events such as the Black Hills Rally at Sturgis, South Dakota, the Four Corners Rally near Durango, Colorado, Biketoberfest in Daytona Beach, the New England Bike Spectacular in Boston, the Hollister Independence Rally in California, and even the Bulldog Bash in Strafordshire, England (my first time over there). The club also got involved, as many local Hells Angels chapters jumped in and sponsored signings in their areas.


At my homecoming signing in Oakland, thirty Oakland Hells Angels rode with me to the signing at a local Harley dealership. That day I signed almost nine hundred books at an annual grand event with live music, custom motorcycles on display, and girls in bikinis washing bikes. The cops rode up and down the street, jealously checking up on us. We were partying. A typical Hells Angel signing event.


As of this writing, the last leg of my spring tour includes HAMC-sponsored signings in Phoenix and Anaheim. Then its off to the Laughlin River Run in Nevada, followed by a couple more bike shop appearances in Washington and Idaho (sponsored by our Washington Nomads chapter). After that, Ill fly to Oslo and Copenhagen, then back for more HAMC-sponsored signings in Laconia, New Hampshire, Cape Cod, and San Diego.


You get the picture. Im on the move and the road doesnt end, and Im just where I want to be. Ten months after I bought my Harley-Davidson Road King, I have put on more than 40,000 miles, not counting air travel. Each signing seems to have its own story.


I brought at least two club members to ride with me at all times. While on the Route 66 Tour, from Chicago down through St. Louis and Kansas City, there were more than forty club members riding with me. It was big fun. I told the publishers not to reserve any fancy hotel rooms. All we needed was gasoline and a place to sleep. We were packing light and would just pull into a motel (scaring the shit out of the clerk), party a little around our bikes (which were usually right outside our doors), and catch a little shut-eye before heading out the next morning.


When we pulled into the St. Louis bookstore parking lot, we were a little early. The lady from the bookstore glanced at her watch and pointed across the street toward a tavern, Hit the bar across the street, Mr. Barger. Im buying. With forty thirsty Hells Angels from Chicago and Minneapolis riding with me, boy, I wondered if she knew what she was getting into. We behaved.


When we pulled into Docs Harley-Davidson dealership in St. Louis, the manager gave us free T-shirts and, although we were originally only scheduled for an hour, we signed more than five hundred books. They eventually ran out.


After getting off my bike in Albuquerque, a Hells Angel ran up and grabbed me.


Hey brother, how are you doin?


I was a little tired, just off the road, but I was okay with him, even though I didnt know the guy. I saw that he was wearing a death head patch, but the bottom rocker said International. That seemed pretty strange. At first I thought it may have been an Australian patch, but no, I was mistaken. I became suspicious, so I asked the guy, Hey man, do they let you wear that International patch over there?


He just shrugged his shoulders.


I told him, Well, we dont, and I want to talk to you about it when I get done signing.


I walked inside the bookstore and there were already about three hundred people in line, waiting to get their books signed. I sat down and signed two books when this guy with the strange patch walked by me again. One of the members tapped me on the shoulder.


Hey Sonny, look at that.


The guy was wearing a death head copied from the movie poster Hells Angels Forever. The design on the poster wasnt a real death head; we altered it slightly so it would be just a little bit different from an authentic HAMC patch. I jumped up from the table and approached the guy wearing the phony death head.


Excuse me a minute, I said, and a member and I took him aside. Who the fuck are you? Whats going on? I asked him.


I live here in Albuquerque, he said.


Give me that patch, I told him.


Why? he answered back.


Wrong answer.


We took the jacket off him, as well as his T-shirt that said Oakland on it, gave him another shirt to wear, and sent him packing and regretting his stupidity. I assured the people in line (some looked a little startled) that things were cool. Sorry for the delay. Everythings taken care of. Dont worry.


Then I sat down and resumed signing books.


Also in Albuquerque, my bodyguard, Joby from the Cave Creek Hells Angels, got arrested for carrying his gun. The signing in Albuquerque was in a bookstore that was part of a mall complex that had a lot more than just a bookstore. There was also a liquor store and a restaurant that served liquor. Well, Albuquerque is sort of like Arizona; you can carry a gun out in the open, but you cant take it inside any establishment that sells liquor. (That and a bank.) Anyway, bookstore, liquor store, hell, we didnt know. Joby ended up getting arrested for possession of a firearm. We ponied up five hundred bucks for a lawyer, and the case was eventually dismissed. The judge said, You can carry a weapon, just dont carry it in Albuquerque. Man, they love us in Albuquerque.





During the first few signings, the bookstore people told me they would be happy if I signed eighty to one hundred books. The women especially, who ran many of the bookshops, were pleased with the way things were going, especially when we would sell four or five times what they expected us to sign. Publishers Weekly ran a feature story about how well organized we were, how unusual the tour was, and how surprised bookstore owners were with the success of the book. After a while, Id get into a groove where I could sign about 120 books an hour, including the time taken to snap a picture, shake a hand, or lecture the kids who came with their parents about not smoking. A lot of bike riders would bring their kids, so I used the opportunity to ask them, You know why I talk this way? referring to my raspy voice.


Looking up at the gauze patch covering the hole in my throat, theyd usually shake their heads.


Because I smoked cigarettes. Promise me you wont ever smoke cigarettes.


The parents would smile as the kid and I shook hands on the deal. Hopefully Ive cost the big tobacco companies a few young customers.


Normally, after about two or three hours of signing books, the ladies in these stores would ask me if I needed to take a break. Trying not to break my stride, Id politely decline.


No maam, we have a long line of people here waiting. Lets take care of them all.


That prompted one mild-mannered store manager to get into the outlaw spirit. The next time I get a mealy-mouthed writer complaining about signing for forty-five minutes, she said, Im gonna tell em, Fuck you!


Atta girl!


I was signing away at a bookstore in Oklahoma City, when a long, tall cowpoke walked into the store to stand in line. He looked cold and mean, and I could feel this guys stare as he inched closer and closer to the front of the line. When he finally got to the front table, I noticed that he hadnt even bought a book. I thought to myself, Oh boy, I knew were gonna get into a fight with this motherfucker. He stood on the other side of my signing table as I pushed my chair back a little bit. I was ready to jump up, nail him first, and not even give him time to make the first move.


You know, he said to me, I think I finally figured you out.


What have you figured out? I asked him, ready to kick over the table and stomp some ass.


You Hells Angels are exactly like us cowboys, he said. You wanna ride your motorcycles without government intrusion, and we just want to raise our cattle without the government breathing down our necks. Thanks a lot. I read your book twice.


He turned around and walked away.


Sometimes the lines were so long that some of my fans read the whole book while they were waiting to get it signed and say hello! In Modesto, where my sister Shirley insisted on setting up a book signing, the Legends Harley-Davidson Cafe was so packed that the local bookstore manager had to go down the long line and beg customers not to buy more than one book each so they wouldnt run out too fast. We caught him flat-footed. They should have trusted Shirley. She knew the crowds would come.


The previous week, I signed more than eight hundred books in San Diego at the Harley dealership before they ran out. Thats what put us over, and we broke on to the New York Times bestseller list.


Most of the cities on our tour were closely spaced and it was easy to do one each day. Generally the ride between sites was only a couple hundred miles. Once in a while, my pack of riders would get a chance to ride full throttle on the open road. When we finished up in Oregon, we rode straight on to Englewood, Colorado, to the Columbine Harley-Davidson dealership. That was one of our longest runs. We rode so fast, we got there a day early. Incidentally, the last time Id been in Englewood was in 1988, when the feds first put me in prison at their facility in Englewood during my last stretch in the joint.


After the Englewood signing, we had to hightail our bikes down to the Four Corners bike rally near Durango, Colorado. This was scheduled a little too tight for the distance. We rode eighty to ninety miles an hour the whole way. Since we got there a half-day late, there were long lines of people waiting to get their books signed. I hopped off my bike and started signing, pronto. I never like to disappoint anybody.


We had two Harley shop signings scheduled when we tooled into Los Angeles. First was Book Soup, which went well even though we were competing with a Lakers play-off game. Over at the Glendale Harley the next morning, I started signing earlier than advertised. When it was all over with, I had scribbled Sonny on almost 700 books.


That same afternoon we were scheduled to ride into Universal Studios CityWalk, to appear at a Harley boutique. But a problem erupted when the security police at the shopping mall where the boutique was located proclaimed they wouldnt let club members wear their patches. Fuck that bullshit. Cops intruding, calling bookstores and radio stations, and sticking their noses into our signings was nothing new. We canceled the Universal signing. Their restrictions were unacceptable. The Glendale Harley dealership owner who had treated us so well also owned the Universal City store. It wasnt his fault. So after an entire day of signing in Glendale, I stayed late and signed extra books so they could sell them to people who missed us in Universal City.


The next day, we visited a fashionable used-clothing shop that reportedly had a fake Hells Angel patch. Five of us rolled into the L.A. shop. As we walked in, the clerks face turned white. I asked him where he got the bogus patch. I took the jacket with the bogus patch off the hanger and brought it to the counter. Then I took out my knife and began cutting the patch off the leather jacket.


Nobody but a Hells Angel is allowed to wear something like this. Besides, this patch is a phony.


The clerk mentioned something about it being bought by the owner who was not there.


Hey, the guy said. Im  giving it to you, okay? Since you guys are all here, why dont you just take the jacket too? Pete from Dago slapped a buck on the counter in payment and we left peaceably with the bogus patch.


Our next stop was Venice, California. We had a good time signing at a writers group called Beyond Baroque. It was different than the other signings, a little more  artsy. My two cowriters, Keith and Kent Zimmerman, read from the book and then Dennis Hopper came out and introduced me as one of his favorite American heroes. A couple of bike clubs showed up, including a nice bunch of Viet Nam vets on Harleys. Their motorcycles parked on the grass, bikers mixed with vets, vets mixed with writers, and all of us surrounded by braless chicks. It felt almost like the sixties.


I knew the local and federal cops would keep sticking their noses into things even though I wasnt always aware of them. In Oregon, the police went to a bookstore and told the manager, You know, the Hells Angels killed somebody at the last book signing. You gotta stop this. Of course, it was all a lie.


I did a radio interview at a station in Los Angeles and the cops called the radio host before his air shift and asked for a tape. A few months later, we were supposed to sign books at another Harley dealership. A local Hells Angel chapter sponsored the event and promoted it, so lots of people were roaring and ready to show up. A few days before the signing, the acting chief of police told the dealer that if he sponsored a Hells Angel event in their town, the police would not bring their Harleys in for service at the guys dealership anymore. He canceled the signing, but we staged it anyway at a little bar farther down the road.


The best cop story on the tour happened in Florida at the Daytona Biketoberfest, a huge motorcycle event.


The gang squads usually kept an eye on us. During a break from the signing, I walked around to look for a place to get something to eat. We ended up in a 7-Eleven. The parking lot was literally filled with a thousand people milling around the area. Tons of bikers. A lot of people recognized me from the signing, so I was hanging out, shooting the bull with them.


Up rode three bicycle cops, big kids really, in their twenties with short pants and cop uniforms wearing bicycle helmets. They were riding around checking out the crowd, maintaining peace. Ha!


They see me standing there and yell out, Hey, hey, hey!


You talking to me? I asked.


Yeah.


First off, my name isnt Hey. (I learned that line from Lurch in prison.)


Come on over here, the cop, a sergeant, on one of the bicycles orders me, I gotta talk to you.


Everybody hanging out moved in closer to see and hear what might happen. We were all in a big circle as people poked into our conversation, trying to figure out what was going on between a hungry Hells Angel and three roving bicycle cops. What do you think youre doin? the sergeant asked me.


Im going to eat.


No, I mean, what are you doing wearing a patch? Hells Angels cant wear patches in this town.


Fuck you, I muttered.


Well, I gotta see some ID. I have to check this out, said the tallest one, the sergeant.


I was disgusted, hungry, and desperately trying to keep my cool. Look, Ive already been checked out by your people.


By who? he asked.


How the fuck do I know? Your gang squad, I assume. From town to town, the first cops to question me usually came from the local gang squad. When I get pulled over on the highway, Im usually detained until someone from the squad gives the all-clear and lets me ride on.


The cop gets on his walkie-talkie phone, with everybody listening in, and calls his command center. This sergeant was acting really serious and professional as he barked into the phone receiver that was strapped to his shoulder. We could hear the voice on the other end of the line.


Listen, Ive got this Hells Angel stopped here, he says, and hes wearing a patch. He says the gang squad has already checked him out. His name is Ralph Sonny Barger. Could you check on this for me?


Long pause. Everybody then heard the squawk as the captain back at the command center yells over the young cops walkie-talkie:


DONT FUCK WITH THAT GUY!


I knew I had a pass. See ya later, Sarge. I grabbed a burrito and headed back.







So that is my life now. Riding my bike, meeting old friends and new people, signing books, and oops, I almost forgot, writing a new book that should be out in 2002 sometime. Im on that never-ending, winding road. It may be the same road that runs through your town.


Sonny Barger
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MUSTER TO CUSTER





A motorcycle run is a get-together, a moving party. Its a real show of power and solidarity when youre a Hells Angel. Its being free and getting away from all the bullshit. Angels dont go on runs looking for trouble; we go to ride our bikes and to have a good time together. We are a club.


Most Hells Angels are great riders. A group of Hells Angels cruising down the road, riding next to each other and traveling at a speed of over eighty miles an hour, is a real sight. Its something else, a whole other thing, when youre in the pack riding. Its fast and dangerous and by God, you better be paying attention. Whatever happens to the guy in front of you is going to happen to you. Its different from other vehicles. You gotta be alert. Like Fuzzy, an Oakland Angel, once said, God damn, we do eighty-five or ninety in the rain sometimes. I dont even go that fast in my car!


When Hells Angels chapters started getting chartered outside the state of California in the late sixties, thats when we first started our cross-country rides like the USA and World Runs. Wed meet up with the new clubs along the way, and theyd join the run. Man, we used to ride from Oakland to New York on those early rigid-frame bikes, and they bounced around so much that if you drove sixty miles in an hour you were making great time. The vibration left you tingling and numb for about an hour after you got off your bike. If you covered three or four hundred miles in a day you were hauling ass. The other big problem then was that wed have to find gas stations every forty miles or so, since those old-style bikes with small tanks couldnt make it past sixty miles. Today, on a Harley FXRT, with their rubber-mounted motors and big gas tanks, you not only get a smoother ride, you can log five or six hundred miles a day on a few tanks of gas without breaking a sweat.


The big differences between the Hells Angels and the rest of the motorcycle world are our bikes and the way we ride. This is serious business to us. Our bikes are us. We know that. The cops know that, and everybody else should know that too. The law and the road are one. Even today, if the cops know a large group of Hells Angels is headed somewhere, theyll show up in force, alerting neighboring police forces along the way. This mutual assistance pact they set up has been used against us for as long as I can remember. Its no different today than it was thirty years ago. We keep going and they keep coming around with all their surveillance methods and radio equipment watching us and keeping tabs. We dont look for trouble or have intentions of starting any, but by God, it always seems to be around.


The reactions of law enforcement can depend on where you are. We were on the road tearing through the Texas panhandle and on into Oklahoma. As we approached Oklahoma City, ten or twelve Oklahoma state troopers pulled onto the freeway and escorted us right through the city limits. They didnt even want us stopping for gas.


In Texas a cop asked me, Excuse me, partner, but  why do you and your friends carry those big knives?


I told him, Because were all felons and we cant carry a big gun like you.


Another time in Missouri, fifteen of us were sitting by the side of the road taking a break when a state trooper pulled up, got out of his car, walked up to us, and said, Mind if I ask a stupid question?


Not if you dont mind a stupid answer.


What are fifteen Hells Angels from California doing sitting on the side of the road in Missouri?


We lost four or five of our people and now we cant figure out where theyre at.


The trooper thought for a few seconds. I just might be able to help you. I could get on my radio and start checking around and help you find them. He radioed around to a bunch of stations and other troopers, and once he located them, he gave us directions on how to meet up with our lost brothers.


On the other side of the coin, there was a cop in Texas who spotted us on a highway outside of Amarillo, got scared, or else thought he was doing his job, and called for reinforcements. They roadblocked the highway in front of us with machine guns. Another time on our way to South Carolina we were stopped and each of us was IDd. It took over two hours, and all for nothing. Cops can be assholes when they want to be.





The Hells Angels Motorcycle Club has four or five mandatory runs per year and probably fifteen or twenty parties and smaller runs. If you multiply that by the forty years the Oakland club has been around, thats a lot of motorcycling. But of all the runs, there is one in particular that sticks in my mind, and that was the time we descended on the big annual Black Hills motorcycle run in Sturgis, South Dakota, in 1982. Ill try to describe it as best as I can remember it, because in my mind it separated the sheep from the goats. We code-named that run Muster to Custer.


There was another motorcycle clubwhose name I wont mention because it is a big club and weve been at odds with them for yearswho in early 1982 had said publicly that the only reason the Hells Angels didnt go to Sturgis was because they went to Sturgis.


I heard about it from the club guys in New York City, and my first response was Fuck that. Im going to Sturgis. Of course, when I announced I was going, the entire Oakland chapter discussed it and stood up. They were going to Sturgis too. Pretty soon, the word spread through the rest of the Hells Angels chapters. Their response was the same. Everybody was going to Sturgis. The Muster to Custer was on.


We had a West Coast club run to Frisco, Colorado, already planned. We decided that after we partied for a few days there, everybody would hop on their bikes and ride straight on to Sturgis. All of the Hells Angelsfrom the East Coast to the West Coastneeded to meet at a certain spot, so we could stage the mass ride into Sturgis without interference from the police or the rival club.


How did we all meet together without anybody else knowing?


Mouldy Marvin and some of his East Coast club friends had this old saying, HAMCOEHells Angels Muster to Custer or Else! Knowing that many of the Hells Angels phones were tapped, Marvin telephoned the East Coast Angels and said, H-A-M-C-OE. Get it? Noon, Friday. The word spread quickly: the East Coast would meet in Custer, South Dakota, and hook up with the West Coast chapters there and then an entire group of Hells Angels would motorcycle into Sturgis together.


The run from Oakland to Frisco, Colorado, to Custer began as usual. We all gathered at our Oakland clubhouse on the last Sunday of July 1982. We were scheduled to leave at nine oclock that morning with about thirty of us riding out.


Each member is responsible for his own machine. He has to make sure his bike is in good enough condition to make it there and back on a long run. Before the Saturday run to Colorado, a bunch of us met at my place on Friday night for a garage fest. If you need to wrench up your bike, check the muffler, put in a new set of plugs, change the oil, or replace a tire, every member pitches in. If somebody needs a new primary chain and you have an extra one, you jump in and spot that brother for it until he can get you a replacement when we all get back.


Im kind of hyper on preparation, so Ill go around checking bikes a little before we leave. Sort of like inspection during my Army days. A lot of guys would get kinda pissed off at me for it, but fuck it, thats what I liked to do.


Theres no serendipity when it comes to the way we ride. You cant believe the rush you feel in your gut when everybody is kick-starting their bikes and were ready to go. We have a strict formation in the front part of the pack. I always rode front left, and the rest of the officers rode in the front of the pack. Usually the vice president rides front right, because hes the most legal person of our group. He carries the bail money. From that point back, its a motherfucking free-for-all drag race, jockeying for position. Guys like Deacon and Fuzzy would be banging their handlebars, neither one giving an inch. After the first ten spots are taken, the rest fall back in from there. Mouldy Marvin is a big tough dude (with an IQ of 180, Im told) that a lot of guys liked to ride behind. Why? Because if he saw some obstacle or something on the road, hed warn those behind him. And hed do it with hand signals, without looking back either. At night, hed shine his flashlight on the road signs too. Thats why Marvin rides near the front.


But there were others like Fu Griffin whom you didnt want to ride behind. He always had a pair of tennis shoes dangling by the laces hanging off the back of his bike. You never knew when one might fall off, bounce off the road, and hit you in the face. At eighty miles per hour, that would hurt even a Hells Angel.


Theres an art to leading a motorcycle pack, because you have to be able to anticipate things like lane changes in traffic, shithead drivers, gas stops, and stopovers on the open road. The Oakland club has a long-ass pack that maybe goes on for half a mile. I cant just think about whether I can make a lane change myself; Im responsible for the safety of the rest of the riders. Speed limit is a big thing too. We know we can do eighty-five to ninety on an open freeway, but in some regions if you dont stay closer to the speed limit, youre gonna really get jacked. Finally, you need to know exactly where youre going and how many miles you can go, knowing what kind of gas tanks the others have. After going about a hundred miles, its up to me to decide when everyone can gas up. Before we leave a gas station, one guy is in charge of counting up all the bikes. We dont want anybody left behind or stranded.





After leaving Oakland, it took us a few days to get to Frisco, Colorado, right outside of Denver. We slept outside and the weather was good. At night we had the usual fucking around, partying and all, and a big fire. We also had the usual gawkers who came to see what we were all about. That leg of the trip passed without incident.


When the West Coast members got to Custer, South Dakota, we met a couple hundred more, which gave us a total of about four hundred ready-to-go Hells Angels. Man, this was a fucking army now, and together we were going to ride as one gigantic Hells Angels pack into Sturgis. We were gonna be together on the road, brothers, till the wind stopped blowin, the grass stopped growin, and the river stopped flowin.


After another night of partying, the next morning we proceeded from Custer up to Rapid City up onto Highway 90. It was about twenty-five miles from there to Sturgis on a nice flat highway that passed through little towns like Black Hawk and Tilford. You could see for miles and miles across the rolling plains, but the highway, hell, it was filled side to side with Hells Angels. The general roar of our Harleys filled the landscape. Cisco, president of the Oakland chapter, remembers the numbers. We were like the Crusaders and Genghis Khan and the Jesse James gang all rolled into one. This was the same territory where Crazy Horse led his Sioux warriors in 1876 against General George Armstrong Custer.


I was riding at the front of the entire pack and felt as if no power could stop us. It was like I became Chief Crazy Horse leading the charge with hundreds and hundreds of motorcycles all going eighty miles per hour. People in the towns heard the roar of our bikes way before they even saw us. The local police just looked the other way; Closed signs flipped over on the merchants windows as they locked their doors; mothers grabbed their babies from their yards and ran into their houses. Cars swerved over to the side of the road. But others, like the farmers, took off their caps and put them to their hearts and chests, and the local fire departments saluted us.


Members who werent felons were heavily strapped. South Dakota law said we could have guns, so we wore em. Cisco wore his vest cut in a way so that the two Model 59 Smith & Wesson pistols he carried stuck out of his pockets. We werent legally required to wear any headgear either, but Deacon wore his medieval meshed battle helmet. It went well with the sword he was carrying on his back.


We pulled into Sturgis, got off our bikes, and walked through the town, strapped and tall. There were over fifty thousand bike riders in town that day, and the mood was dark and brooding. People sensed the Hells Angels were there for a purpose. The crowd was quiet, and as we walked down the street it opened up like the Red Sea. Some bike riders who thought we were out to get them tore off their colors or patches, threw them on the ground, and ran and hid in the bars. Others just stood their ground and didnt move. Everybody kept their distance from the Hells Angels. A line of state troopers took pictures of us, so we pulled out our cameras and took pictures of them. Newspaper reporters took pictures of the cops taking pictures of us taking pictures of them. It was a circus.


We stuck around for about four hours, just to make sure there was no doubt we were in town. The word was out, Lets get it on. But nobody showed up.


Before leaving, we swept through the whole town once more, looking inside the open bars and down side streets. Short of the U.S. Army, nobody was going to keep us from doing what we wanted, what we needed to do. Fifty thousand bike riders werent about to mess with four hundred Hells Angels.


As we left town, thousands of people lined the streets. But it was absolutely quiet. Other bikers gave us clenched-fisted salutes to show us their support.


Those tough guys from the unmentionable club were nowhere to be found that day in Sturgis. If they were, they certainly didnt make themselves visible either as individuals or as a group. When nothing broke loose, we all took the attitude Who gives a fuck what happens, lets have a good time, today is a good day. We left Sturgis and went to party.


We might have died that afternoon if trouble had erupted, but at least we would have done it with style and dignity, because we believed in our brotherhood and the backs of our jackets.


Why this 1982 Sturgis Run, the Muster to Custer, was important and significant to me was that it had proved again, as had been proved so many times over the years, that I belonged right where I was, with my club. I didnt have millions of dollars and wasnt on the cover of Time magazine either, but what I did have was respect. Respect from those who counted on me. After all, I said to myself, I was Sonny Barger. I was a Hells Angel.
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BLUE-COLLAR OAKLAND, JUNGLE JIMS, AND RALPH THE LUMPER




The Barger clan split their time between Modesto in Central California and Oakland, sixty miles to the north. When I was born, my old man, Ralph Hubert Barger, Sr., worked in the Central Valley laying down pavement on the old Highway 99way before there was any such thing as a main freeway running the whole length of the state. My father slept in motor court shacks near the roadwork sites in little shit towns like Galt or Tracy across Highway 99. Because his work kept him away from the family for weeks at a time, my mother, Kathryn Carmella Barger, my older sister, Shirley Marie, and I traveled like gypsies to and fro, back and forth, north and south, between Oakland and Modesto. In Oakland, the three of us used to stay with my grandma on my dads side. While my father shoveled his way through the dust storms and asphalt fumes, Kathryn Carmella jockeyed us between a battered rental in Modesto and my grandma Bargers modest flat in Oakland. To get around, the three of us traveled on a Continental Trailways bus.




Leave it to my mother. When I was four months old, she ran off with the Trailways bus driver. My mother left me with a baby-sitter in Modesto the day she split and never came back. When she didnt show, the sitter called the cops to come get me. Here I was, a baby, and I was already downtown, booked into social services. My father and Shirley came home to find I was gone. After a few calls, they bused down to the county office to claim me. One of Shirleys earliest childhood memories was looking up at the high counter while a county social worker handed me back to my father.


Suffering from respiratory problems and a breathing disorder, Kathryn Barger moved south to a drier, hotter climate, to a little town called Twentynine Palms, leaving us to fend for ourselves. I didnt know at the time whether my mother was dead or alive. As far as my father was concerned, she was gone and buried.


Ralph Sr. was a piece of work: a hardworking, hard-drinking functioning alcoholic. While he liked to work, he loved to drink even more. He was a simple man. A walking contradiction. A teamster who rarely drove a car and didnt even have a legal drivers license. He could drive, but he hated to, so he took the bus everywhere he went, or else somebody drove him. Or else he just walked.


My father was about my heightfive feet nine inchesbut built stronger and a little stockier. He held lots of jobs. After his stint on Highway 99, he worked for a meat-packing company, then a freight company. But for most of his life, he registered at the union hall as a lumper. Hed go down to the hallLocal 70each morning and sign in, and theyd ship him out, loading and unloading trucks or ships on the docks in Oakland. Because he always drank on Saturdays and Sundays, my father never worked Mondays, which is why he worked so many different jobs. Most places needed you for a full weeks work. Not Ralph Sr.


During World War II, my father hoisted freight at a loading dock facility, where he also read blueprints and worked with the shipbuilders at the Oakland piers. After World War II, he retreated back to a more basic job of being a teamster and a drinker.


After my mother split, Nora Barger, my grandmother, a widow in her sixties, took us back to Oakland to live permanently. My father found us all a rented house on Oaklands East Side, on East 17th Street.


We didnt lock our doors. Our front door opened right onto the street, but we never worried. It was a far different America in the 1940s. You read about Depression-era criminals like John Dillinger who robbed stores and banks, but they rarely burglarized the houses of working white or black families, at least not in working-class Oakland. Few blacks lived in East Oakland; the majority of black folks lived in the western end of the city.


Every Sunday, Grandma Barger took Shirley and me to the Pentecostal church, which was scary and filled with tongue-yammering Holy Rollers. Across the street was the Catholic church, St. Anthonys. Each Christmas, wed find two gift-wrapped boxes marked boy and girl lodged in the screen door of the house, courtesy of St. Anthonys. Thanksgiving dinner consisted of a turkey carcass my father brought home from one of the bars or restaurants boiled the next day into soup. Happy holidays Barger-style.


We never went hungry. We always ate, even if it was only one meal a day. Sometimes Grandma made spaghetti, but there was never a salad or vegetable to go with it. That would be considered a whole different meal. We didnt even have a refrigerator, only an icebox with no ice.


Ralph Sr. kept the family goingbarelywith the help of Grandma Barger. We Bargers came from a typical mixture of immigrant stock. Mother was Italian, father a mixture of German and Dutch. One of our cousins was actually semifamous. Dean Davenport was one of Jimmy Doolittles raiders in World War II. He was a navigator on the Ruptured Duck and broke his collarbone bailing out over China during the war. He was portrayed by an actor named Tim Murdock in the 1944 movie Thirty Seconds over Tokyo.


My father liked to take me to the bars with him in Jack London Square, not far from the ports where he humped cargo. We went to joints like the First and Last Chance Saloon. It wasnt unusual for kids then to sit inside barrooms and taverns with their folks. Id sit on a barstool next to my father, stealing pretzels and hard-boiled eggs. Within two blocks of our house there were seven bars and taverns, action on nearly every corner. Dad never had to stagger too far to get home
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