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Dedication

To my own little gang: T, D and H





States and Provinces Claimed by the Major Clubs
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States and provinces with Hells Angels chapters. Note the club’s dominance in Canada and its absence in states controlled by the Bandidos.
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The Sons of Silence began in Colorado and expanded primarily eastward. They are considered to be among the more violent clubs, a reputation many club members relish.
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The Bandidos expanded quickly from Texas to other states and throughout the world. After a disastrous foray into Canada, and friction from chapters in Europe, the American Bandidos have distanced themselves from the chapters in other countries.

[image: ]

The Pagan’s are limited in their distribution but are locally very powerful. Sworn enemies of the Hells Angels, they are present in many of the same East Coast states. 
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The Vagos started in southern California and—much to the annoyance of the Hells Angels—expanded quickly.
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The Mongols also started in southern California and have often fought with the Hells Angels in their expansion to other states.
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The Outlaws are especially powerful in the Great Lakes region and Florida.
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Bacchus is not well known outside of eastern Canada, but they have seen great success expanding in recent years.





Introduction

Neither of us got exactly what we wanted. I was interviewing a prominent biker over pizza when he complained about the sources I used for my books.

“Cops, lawyers and snitches,” he spat out, his disgust with those groups clearly evident. “Cops, lawyers and snitches,” his friend, the guy who’d set up our meeting, repeated with a sigh.

I use sources a lot more diverse than that, but I got his point.

I hadn’t been too surprised when I received the call that this big-time biker wanted to meet with me. Since I had written a couple of books about bikers that were successful and surprisingly well received by the biker community itself, I had been getting repeated calls, texts, emails and even letters from people in and around motor-cycle clubs, either wanting me to tell their story or hoping to contribute something to any new book ideas I might have. Word got around quickly. As one Hells Angel told me, “We don’t mind you because you don’t make shit up, and you don’t want to be one of us.”

During the interview over pizza, I couldn’t stop thinking about the dilemma of trying to write the truth about a society that is sworn to secrecy and more than a touch paranoid these days.

The biker had just been through the legal system—a process that cost him months behind bars and hundreds of thousands of dollars in bail and seized property—and was now a free man. He hadn’t been acquitted. The primary witness against him suddenly had a change of heart. He told the judge that after all the years that had passed, he no longer trusted his memory to be accurate enough for court. The prosecutors withdrew the charges and the biker walked. The biker’s lawyer made a point of asking the recalcitrant witness if he had been intimidated in any way. He replied that he had not.

And the biker was free of the club too. Of the many bikers from his club arrested in the raid, several pleaded guilty to lesser charges in exchange for shorter sentences. That disgusted the biker I was interviewing, who pointed out that all the bikers he knew who hadn’t been arrested or had been freed “were partying” and “hadn’t contributed a dime” to his struggle.

He quit the club, wanted to talk and wanted my help writing a book, the story of his life. He even had a title picked out: “Last Man Standing.”

But as we talked, I became less and less intrigued by his offer. In his vision of his biker career, cops, lawyers and snitches were the bad guys. So were judges, corrections officers, the media and pretty much anyone who wasn’t a biker.

The bikers, least of all him, would not be accused of any wrongdoing or law-breaking whatsoever in the book.

“What about the homicide you did time for?”

“Self-defense.”

“What about the time bullets from your car shot up a bus with two rival bikers on it?”

“Mistaken identity.”

“How about all the cocaine you are alleged to have sold?”

“They never caught me with any.”

He did, however, admit to beating many, many people up and proudly pointed out he’d never been charged in connection with any of those assaults. He also acknowledged that he knew of several women who had been sexually assaulted, even gang raped, but told me he’d never say who did what to whom.

While he no doubt had some great stories to tell, I had to turn him down. The book he wanted would be nothing but biker propaganda and, I believe, a totally inaccurate picture of what had actually happened.

But that mantra of “cops, lawyers and snitches” stuck with me. I wanted to be able to tell people the truth about outlaw motorcycle club life in an accurate and even-handed way. I wanted to get a bigger, more in-depth look at their lives, including what they would rather the public did not know, so I cast a wider net, speaking to more people, including bikers themselves.

After the books came magazine and newspaper articles, then TV and radio appearances. Not only did I need to know more about the biker world to speak with any authority, but the exposure meant that more and more bikers sought me out to talk. Over the last decade, I’ve talked to plenty of bikers, but it’s almost always the same thing. They tell me they don’t break any laws and then give me that of-course-I-really-do smirk.

But they do tell me things that shed more light on their lives, and I have also rounded up several ex-bikers—only one of whom would accurately be considered a snitch—to tell me even more. They include Dave, a Hells Angels sergeant-at-arms who turned informant and now lives under a new identity; Duane, a former Hells Angels full-patch member who left the club after a dispute and now lives in a state without any Hells Angels; Randy, a former Outlaw full patch who quit the club after a series of arrests; Mitch, a former Bandidos prospect who left the club after it cost him his wife and job; Pete, a Hells Angels prospect whom the club expelled for being soft; Sean, who had been with an independent club but left when it patched over to the Hells Angels; and Frankie, who had been a prospect with the Outlaws but quit because he felt “abused” by the full-patch members.

I have also included in this book quotes and anecdotes from memoirs of and interviews with other bikers, like Sonny Barger, Chuck Zito, George Christie, Pat Matter, Anthony Menginie, Edward Winterhalder and others, although the books themselves are frequently self-serving, with glaring omissions.

And finally, I have included the views of law enforcement officers who have gone undercover and successfully passed themselves off as bikers. They seek me out too.

The Secret Life of Bikers gives readers a way to understand what it’s like to belong to an outlaw motorcycle club, and what it’s like to have a clubhouse, a biker bar or the bikers themselves in your community. It is, I’m confident to say, a more accurate picture than any single biker would be willing to paint.





Chapter 1

Clubs, Gangs and the Difference

A sudden and severe winter storm had dumped more than a foot of snow on Toronto in a matter of minutes. Cars and trucks were sliding dangerously all over the place, but I got into my trusty old Volkswagen and headed out to the suburbs.

I had to get to the CTV studios far away on the northeastern edge of town. It was January 2007, and because my first book, Fallen Angel, had turned out to be a surprise bestseller, I had been invited to be part of a panel of experts discussing how outlaw motorcycle gangs had infiltrated the tow truck industry in the Toronto area. The show was called Goldhawk Live. It was hosted by veteran print and TV journalist Dale Goldhawk and consisted of short interviews followed by questions from callers. It’s normally a forty-five-minute drive to the studio, but, since the roads were so bad, I gave myself twice that.

The panel was supposed to consist of me, a cop I knew who specialized in biker-related crime and a guy representing the local tow-truck-industry association. But neither of the other guests showed up in time. That meant the panel was just me.

It was my first TV appearance to promote the book, so I was nervous to begin with. But as the show started rolling, and with Goldhawk’s patience, I fell into a pretty confident rhythm. So, when a caller demanded that I “stop calling them gangs, they’re clubs,” I was prepared.

I could tell from experience that he was almost certainly a biker. The way he ordered me to do what he wanted without explanation, defending that particular concept about which name could be used to describe biker clubs, rang stunningly familiar.

Then he continued: “I should know, I was in one.”

“Which one?” I asked.

“Satan’s Choice, Kitchener.”

“That was a gang.”

LET’S GET ALL the disclaimers out of the way right from the start; I don’t want there to be any confusion. This book is not about motorcyclists or even motorcycle clubs, but motorcycle gangs. All motorcycle clubs say that they exist for members to ride their bikes, hang out with friends and enjoy camaraderie. If doing that was a crime, you’d have to reserve a cell for me too.

But some clubs are gangs. In fact, some of them are at the highest levels of organized crime in the communities where they operate. They represent a minority of motorcyclists and even motorcycle clubs, and they are indeed gangs.

So, what’s the difference between a club and a gang? Well, the U.S. Department of Justice will be more than happy to tell you. To be defined as a gang, they say, an organization has to fulfill two basic requirements.

The first is that the group has to have a leadership structure, identifying clothes or tattoos, and a set of rituals that members must follow. Of course, that describes organizations as divergent as the Boy Scouts and La Cosa Nostra, and the former is definitely not a gang.

It’s actually the second requirement that really defines a gang. Either the majority of the organization’s membership must be involved in crime, or some element of the group—more than a single person—must be serially involved in crime.

Canada’s Criminal Code has similar wording and points out that to be defined as a criminal organization, a group of three or more people “has as one of its main purposes or main activities the facilitation or commission of one or more serious offences, that, if committed, would likely result in the direct or indirect receipt of a material benefit, including a financial benefit, by the group or by any one of the persons who constitute the group.” So, even if motorcycle riding is a group’s primary activity, if trafficking is as well, then the group members are a gang.

So, the Kitchener chapter of Satan’s Choice, several members of which were convicted of homicide, assault, sexual assault, drug trafficking, drug manufacturing, weapons offenses and other crimes over its years of existence, was—by any definition—a gang. The Kitchener chapter of the Hells Angels still exists and has not been prosecuted as a criminal organization as a unit, and those members and prospects convicted of major crimes are no longer with the club.

Bikers are fond of saying that motorcycle clubs are not street gangs—you can even buy a bumper sticker online that says exactly that—and they are right, but it’s only the word “street” that makes that statement true. Saying that biker clubs are not gangs because they are not street gangs is like saying that station wagons are not cars because they are not convertibles, and convertibles are cars.

The fact is that many of them have historically operated as crime organizations, although they always deny it. Many bikers have been convicted of murder, drug trafficking, weapons offenses or other various charges, often in conspiracy with fellow club members. In 2012, law enforcement officers recorded the president and former president of the Rock Hill, South Carolina, chapter of the Hells Angels discussing the fact that any member, prospect, hangaround or even associate of the club engaged in illegal activity was expected to report that activity and pay the club a portion of their proceeds or face violent punishment. And they were hardly the first bikers to be recorded saying something to that effect. The bikers and people within their orbit I have spoken to tell me that that sort of behavior is commonplace, and like to add that they’re surprised I didn’t already know that.

The bikers’ claim that they are not gangs relies on the concept of plausible deniability. Despite mountains of evidence that they operate as gangs and numerous convictions of bikers, often in the company of their “brothers,” they maintain that they are not gang members simply because law enforcement has failed to convict every single one of them. Unconvicted bikers point to their convicted brothers and say that they were acting on their own—even if the bikers behind bars admit in surreptitious recordings that they were indeed acting on behalf of the club.

It stretches credulity, but it works.

For decades, the largely agreed-upon history of biker gangs was that, after World War II, some combat veterans found that they no longer fit into mainstream society, which lacked the intense adrenaline highs and feeling of brotherhood they had experienced in wartime. So they began to look for thrills on customized motorcycles, stopped adhering to society’s rules and lived as a breed apart.

While largely accepted as truth, the story is dubious, if not outright wrong. Biker gangs actually predate World War II and certainly American involvement in it. The Outlaws, then known as the McCook Outlaws, were formed in 1935, more than six full years before the attack on Pearl Harbor.

And, although some gangs were founded by ex-military, like the Bandidos in 1966, most were not. The Hells Angels, who are generally considered the definitive motorcycle gang, are widely reputed to have been formed by combat veterans but almost certainly were not. The club was formed in a garage in Fontana, California, in 1948 when several small clubs agreed to merge.

The frequently repeated story is that the original Hells Angels were elite paratroopers who had served in World War II and that one of them, Otto Friedli, came up with the name.

There are a couple of problems with that story. Friedli was not quite fourteen years old when World War II ended. And, while he did serve in the military, he was not a commando or anything like that. He had briefly served stateside as an army mechanic but was dishonorably discharged after his superiors discovered he had lied about not having a criminal record. And he was not present at the first meeting of the Hells Angels (which happened two months before his seventeenth birthday), nor did he come up with the name. In an interview, he admitted that his first exposure to the Hells Angels was in 1951, when a guy who was dating his ex-girlfriend invited him to a club party. He was then almost twenty years old. He later became a member—even serving as interim West Coast president—but left after finding religion while serving time in prison on a weapons conviction. Friedli later joined the Black Sheep, a decidedly non-gangster motorcycle club dedicated to spreading evangelical Christianity, and died in 2006. His epitaph read, “Bye bye, suckers, see you in heaven.”

None of the original members of the Hells Angels had a verifiable military service record. In fact, the Bishop brothers, whose garage the meeting took place in, had moved with their parents from England to California in 1940—a time when people believed that Germany would invade Britain (and the United States was still neutral), effectively making the Bishop family refugees.

The confusion might have originated because there were actually several American combat units in World War II that called themselves “Hell’s Angels,” and there had been a popular 1930 movie about World War I fighter pilots named Hell’s Angels, which seems to have kicked off the whole concept. Of course, members, friends and fans of an organization like the Hells Angels would much rather believe the romantic notion that it was founded by brave but misunderstood commandos rather than just a bunch of guys (much less a couple of war refugees), so the fiction continues. I even believed it myself—because why would they lie, right?—until I did more thorough research.

Readers often argue with me on that one point about the Hells Angels’ origins, but usually with no more evidence than, as several have said, “Everyone knows it’s true.” The closest anyone has ever come to presenting me with an actual case for it was when a few years ago a woman sent me a link to an official document, which showed that a California prosecutor had repeated the story of Friedli and the veterans founding the Hells Angels in a high-profile case. But I tracked that down and found out that a legal assistant had merely done a copy-and-paste job from the club’s history on its official website.

Veterans’ rights advocacy groups and others have shown great anger at the use of the name by the motorcycle club, saying—mostly on social media—that it’s wrong for the club to make it look as though their founders served in such esteemed units. Several of them point out that the name “Hell’s Angels” was also widely used in World War II to refer to army nurses.

Interestingly, the club’s official site, which has recently been redesigned, now makes the history very clear with a tiringly long essay called the Hells Angels Motorcycle Club Lineage Clarification that promises “No sensation No myth Just facts.” It explains that there is no direct connection between the military Hell’s Angels and the motorcycling Hells Angels. Seemingly written with the help of a team of lawyers, it also points out that the only person to have any involvement with both was Arvid Olson, who was a member of the Flying Tigers, a group of American volunteer pilots who fought against the Japanese invasion of China before the attack on Pearl Harbor and who had a squadron called the Hell’s Angels. Although Olson knew several of the original Hells Angels, he was never a member of the club. Some sources—at least those who don’t believe the Friedli story—say he came up with the name for the club, while others credit the Bishop brothers.

The root of what we now consider to be biker culture began to form as much as fifty years before the Hells Angels were established, certainly well before the United States entered World War I in 1917. Motorcycles were still a relatively new phenomenon and were undeniably dangerous. Most people considered their riders to be only the boldest, even most foolhardy, young men. And, since all motorcycles back then were single-seaters, those who rode them were often thought of as loners, outside the norm.

But motorcyclists have long sought to race and share their experiences with one another, and very early in their history, they started to band together and hold rallies. Motorcycle clubs existed in the U.S. almost from the start of commercial motorcycle production. They go way back. In 1903, two existing clubs—the New York Motorcycle Club and the Alpha Motorcycle Club—merged to become the Federation of American Motorcyclists. Their stated goal was to improve road conditions and promote safe motorcycling.

Not long after, motorcycle clubs started meeting to race and socialize. Originally called “gypsy tours” (although they are generally called runs or rallies today), these events were usually small in attendance and regional. The oldest one still going, Laconia Bike Week in New Hampshire, began in 1916.

As these rallies grew from a few dozen attendees to tens of thousands, two distinct groups began to emerge. Those who liked to party a bit more and a bit more hedonistically than others became something of a separate entity. They recognized each other with particular outfits and patches they had begun to wear to set themselves apart.

Before long, all legal races and other major motorcycle events were organized through the American Motorcycling Association, or AMA.

A couple of years after World War II ended, and about a year before the Hells Angels were founded, one of the AMA-sponsored gypsy tours took a turn for the worse. At a 1947 Fourth of July event in the small town of Hollister, California, members of some of the rowdier clubs, like the Pissed Off Bastards of Bloomington, the Tulare Riders, the Galloping Goose and the Boozefighters, along with some unaffiliated revelers, didn’t want to stop enjoying themselves after the scheduled races ended. They started to race in the street and engage in other beer-fueled shenanigans.

A reporter and photographer from the San Francisco Chronicle attended, and the paper ran two stories about the event—one titled “Havoc in Hollister” and a follow-up called “Hollister’s Bad Time”—that characterized the night as “pandemonium” and even “terrorism.” Later that month, the influential Life magazine reprinted one of the Chronicle’s pictures—that of a clearly drunk biker named Eddie Davenport sitting on a motorcycle with a beer bottle in both hands surrounded by broken bottles. The lurid photo ran almost a full page.

AT THE TIME, Life magazine held a massive grip on the American popular consciousness, and its images and words often defined people, places and movements. The picture from Hollister sparked an outrage. By many, motorcyclists began to be seen even more as outsiders—as bad guys. The traditional story says that the AMA, desperate to preserve the image of its membership, issued a statement in which they claimed that all the trouble at such events was caused by 1 percent of their membership. But, like most biker history and lore, it’s apocryphal. In 2009, after conducting an extensive internal investigation, the AMA announced that it had never issued such a statement.

Still, the name stuck. And bikers who wanted to promote an image of living outside mainstream society, even outside the law, started calling themselves “1-percenters.”

The Life magazine picture inspired actor and Guggenheim Award–winning author Frank Rooney to write a short story called “Cyclists’ Raid,” which was published in Harper’s Magazine in 1951. It portrayed the bikers as an invading force, hell-bent on bringing chaos, mayhem and violence to a sleepy, law-abiding town. Prominent Hollywood movie producer Stanley Kramer read the story and made it into a wildly popular 1953 melodramatic movie called The Wild One starring Marlon Brando and Lee Marvin.

The characters’ behavior and, more important, their outfits came to define biker culture for decades. They set a style—leather jackets or denim vests with club-identifying patches, worn with jeans—that lasts to this day. While the star of the movie was heartthrob Brando, many bikers preferred the look established by Marvin’s psychotically violent character, Chino, and 1-percenters even today universally wear his sleeveless vest as their identifying totem.

Suddenly, the number of motorcycle clubs whose members emulated what they had seen in The Wild One erupted. By the mid-1950s, every town in North America seemed to have at least one, especially in California and other states where year-round riding was possible. Even Quebec, with some of the continent’s harshest and longest winters, had 350 separate clubs at one point.

The Hells Angels then did something that would establish themselves as the leaders in the field and separate themselves from the thousands of other clubs. With membership growing, some of the original Hells Angels headed off to San Francisco in 1954. Instead of starting a new club with a new identity, they established a second group of Hells Angels. To make sure they did not do anything to embarrass the guys in the original club, they took with them a document called a charter that laid out the club’s rules. Many Hells Angels still use the word “charter” to refer to individual chapters, but I prefer to use “chapter” to prevent confusing the group of people with the document, and because it’s the accepted standard with other clubs, law enforcement and the media.

The original group of Hells Angels called themselves the San Bernardino chapter (Fontana is a small suburb of the much larger city of San Bernardino, and both are in San Bernardino County), which they later shortened to Berdoo. The chapter in San Francisco was called Frisco.

Something clicked. The name, the death’s-head logo and the group’s reputation as partiers and brawlers made lots and lots of Californians want to become Hells Angels. The club continued to expand in California and added its first chapter outside the state—all the way in Auckland, New Zealand—in 1961. The New Zealanders operated with near autonomy, rarely making any contact with the California clubs. Known for decades as “the lost chapter,” they and other international chapters enjoyed much closer relations with the rest of the club a generation or so later as communication technology improved.

Expansion for the Hells Angels didn’t always go as planned. Because the Hells Angels name and logo were so popular, more than a few clubs adopted them without the genuine club’s permission. Guys would just put on the patch and dare anyone to take it off them. The actual Hells Angels always did their best to quash that as quickly as possible, beating up the pretenders and taking their patches and, usually, their bikes.

When the San Francisco chapter heard about a biker club in Massachusetts copying their name and logo, they prepared to ride cross-country to do something about it. But since they had been in contact with a nearby club, called the Disciples, who desperately wanted to become Hells Angels, San Francisco chapter president Ralph “Sonny” Barger made the Disciples an offer—if they could take the fake Hells Angels’ patches from the Massachusetts club, they would become a bona fide Hells Angels chapter.

The Disciples proved they weren’t up to the task, so, impressed by the fake Hells Angels’ toughness, Barger offered them real patches. They accepted and became the Lowell, Massachusetts, chapter, the first in the U.S. outside of California. Barger later claimed that the also-ran Disciples became a chapter of the rival Outlaws.

After that, the Hells Angels quickly expanded throughout the United States. They entered the United Kingdom in 1969 and Canada in 1977 before taking off all over the world.

And it was in 1966 that the Hells Angels set another precedent, after their concept of separate chapters was such a success: they started selling drugs. Well, that’s not entirely true. Members of the Hells Angels had admitted to and been convicted of selling drugs before that. But in 1966, four members were on trial for raping two girls, fourteen and fifteen years old, and they needed money for bail and legal representation. At the club’s next weekly meeting (bikers call such meetings “church”), it was moved, debated and finally voted that members would sell methamphetamine to cover the defendants’ legal costs.

That would have turned the club into an organized crime syndicate, at least by today’s definition in both Canada and the U.S. Back then, such anti-gangster laws did not exist. The Hells Angels have since backed off from and frequently denied the concept of selling drugs as a group, instead saying they do so merely as individuals.

And, like lots of other things the Hells Angels did, the other big clubs followed suit. There was plenty of money to be made selling drugs—or by committing other crimes—and that appealed to many members within the Hells Angels and other clubs. Since the biker life is not cheap—the parties, the bikes and the rallies all cost money—and fewer and fewer serious bikers could find legitimate work to fit around their schedules and lifestyles, more and more of them turned to crime. Several clubs, especially in big cities, developed strong and lucrative relationships with mafia families and other crime organizations.

When anti-racketeering laws were enacted in the U.S. and Canada, club leaders made it clear to their members that if any were caught engaging in illegal activity, it was the member’s responsibility, not the club’s, and the club would always deny any knowledge of their crimes. And, when the Hells Angels were brought up on charges of being a crime organization in the early 1970s, Barger successfully argued that even though he sold heroin, he did it for his own gain, not the club’s. He was in the club to ride; he sold drugs to make money. That separation might be a legal fine point, but it worked. The prosecution could not prove without a shadow of a doubt that the club existed to facilitate crime, no matter how much crime was associated with it. The Hells Angels avoided being named a crime organization. Since then, many 1-percenters have been convicted of racketeering, but never has the racket proven to involve an entire club or even chapter, which allows the clubs to operate as motorcycle-enthusiast organizations.

Of course, not every member of every motorcycle club is a criminal. Far from it. Not even every member of a club that represents itself as a 1-percenter club.

But there are seven major clubs in the United States that the U.S. Justice Department has labeled large-scale crime organizations: the Hells Angels, the Bandidos, the Outlaws, the Mongols, the Pagan’s, the Sons of Silence and the Vagos (although only one, the Hells Angels, has been declared a criminal organization in court, and only in Ontario). And I’d like to add one more Canadian-based club—Bacchus—because they have many members, control a large area, have expanded from a small base and sometimes find themselves at odds with other clubs, in addition to sharing several more characteristics with the Big Seven clubs. As well, many of their members have been convicted of the same serious crimes that we associate with the Big Seven. But they have not been declared a criminal organization in any court.

Of course, there are plenty of other regional 1-percenter clubs, like the Galloping Goose and the Warlocks, but they don’t hold the sway of the Big Seven or Bacchus. And there are many clubs that are more widespread, like the Black Pistons and the Red Devils, but they are what law enforcement calls “puppet clubs,” which take their orders from bigger clubs. The big clubs call them “support clubs.”

That difference represents another sticking point with bikers. One prominent biker recently posted on Facebook that the name “puppet club” is incorrect, because “who calls their friends puppets?” He has a point, but so does law enforcement, who counter that because of the strict hierarchy of biker life, support clubs by their very definition exist merely to support the big clubs. Their members must carry out orders from the big club without question or complaint; they are little more than servants. That’s not how I treat my friends.

While all the big clubs share many similarities, they all have their own history, traditions, allies and enemies, and culture. Here’s a rough guide.

HELLS ANGELS

Founded: 1948, Fontana (San Bernardino/Berdoo), California

Distribution: 425 chapters in 50 countries, with 82 in 23 American states (primarily on the East and West Coasts and in the Great Lakes region) and 38 in 7 Canadian provinces

Colors: Red and white

Motto: Angels Forever, Forever Angels (AFFA)

Support clubs: Red Devils, primarily; also Alky Haulers, Desperado’s, Demon Knights, Devils Choice, Few Good Men, Merciless Souls, Mortal Skulls, Rebel Rousers, Road Reapers, Unforgiven, Valhalla and others

Allies: Few, because the Hells Angels have a reputation among other 1-percenter groups for being violently unwilling to share space; but they do have some cooperation from Bacchus, El Forastero, Galloping Goose and other regional powers

Enemies: Mongols, Outlaws, Sons of Silence, Vagos and many others

Any discussion about 1-percenter clubs almost has to begin with the Hells Angels. Although not the oldest of the clubs, they defined the look, the organization and much of the behavior of all biker gangs. The subject of countless books and several feature films, the Hells Angels are, by a huge margin, the best-known biker gang in the world. With a name, logo and brand and enviable name recognition, the Hells Angels have successfully expanded throughout the world.

However, recent expansion by rival gangs in the U.S.—particularly in the Hells Angels’ ancestral home of southern California—has forced them out of much of the country, often through violence, as shootouts with clubs like the Mongols and Pagan’s have prompted Hells Angels to abandon certain communities.

Their logo is a winged skull (known as the “death’s head” or “death head”) and they are very protective of it, allowing only full-patch members to wear it or the club’s name in any form. The Hells Angels frequently make the news when they sue for copyright infringement, having seen their name or logo or too close a facsimile of either in movies or TV. Note that they do not use a possessive apostrophe in “Hells.” One explanation I have been offered is that the word is plural “because there are many hells.” If that were so, it should be written as Hells’ Angels, but it would appear proper punctuation is not high on the club’s list of priorities.

Supporters usually refer to the Hells Angels as 81 (because H is the eighth letter of the alphabet and A is the first) or the Big Red Machine, while opponents call them “featherheads,” “candy canes” or “pinks.”

While the Hells Angels have one national president in every other country they occupy, in the United States, they have two—one for the east, usually in New York City, and one for the west in California, often Oakland. They’re of more or less equal importance, although individual charisma can give one an edge.

BANDIDOS

Founded: 1966, San Leon, Texas, near Houston

Distribution: In the United States, mainly mountain and plains states, radiating out from Texas and ranging from Washington to Alabama; none in Canada (Bandidos chapters also exist in 30 other countries, but they are a separate, dubiously allied entity)

Colors: Red and yellow (which they call gold)

Motto: We Are The People Our Parents Warned Us About

Support clubs: Amigos, Companeros, Desperados, Destralos, Hermanos, Hombres, Pistoleros and others

Allies: Mongols and, outside of the U.S., Satudarah

Enemies: Hells Angels and their allies throughout the world; Night Wolves in Russia

Unlike the Hells Angels, the Bandidos actually were founded by a veteran. Donald “Mother” Chambers served as a U.S. Marine in Vietnam in the early 1960s before large-scale hostilities there, and when he returned to Texas’s Gulf Shore, he was disappointed to find no Hells Angels chapter nearby. Instead, he formed his own club, which rapidly attracted members.

In 1972, Chambers and two other Bandidos murdered Marley Leon and Preston LeRay Tarver because they had sold the club baking soda, which they had misrepresented as methamphetamine. While the loss of Chambers to a life sentence in prison was a significant blow, the Bandidos were already well established by that point. Ronald “Stepmother” Hodge took the reins and presided over the club’s expansion.

The name “Bandidos,” the club says, came from an innocent bystander in a Mexican restaurant Chambers and his friends frequented. When he asked who the tough-looking guys were, the waitress answered, “the American bandidos.” Bandido, of course, is Spanish for bandit or outlaw. They are frequently called the Banditos in books and the media, even in the memoir of well-known Hells Angel Ralph “Sonny” Barger, but that’s the Italian word for bandit and even Bandidos in Italy don’t use it.

For years, the club had a penchant for often-fractured Spanish, using titles like “el Presidente” for president and “sargento de armas” for sergeant-at-arms, but that has largely died out. Members are referred to as “Bandido” and then their nickname. For example, Carlton “Pervert” Bare would be referred to as “Bandido Pervert” by others in the club and Bare himself.

They originally differed from the Hells Angels in accepting Hispanic members and quickly set up new chapters in Texas and surrounding states. After that came expansion to Australia in 1983 and Europe, beginning in Marseille, France, in 1989. The European Bandidos became particularly strong, especially in Scandinavia, where they fought what most in the media called the Great Nordic Biker War against the Hells Angels from 1993 to 1997. Violence has flared from time to time since then.

In 2000, the Bandidos patched over the Rock Machine, a Canadian club fighting its own war with the Hells Angels in Canada. After the 2006 Shedden Massacre—in which several Canadian Bandidos killed eight of their own—the club left the country, vowing never to return.

In 2007, the American Bandidos broke with the chapters in the rest of the world, posting on their website, “Though we share a common name and a similar patch, we are no longer associated with Bandidos MC in Europe, Asia and Australia.” Sources have told me that ongoing tensions and violence between Bandidos and Hells Angels and their allies in Europe and Australia prompted the split. (Bandidos and Hells Angels are generally more tolerant of each other in the United States, as long as they don’t challenge established territorial claims.) There is also a persistent rumor that many non-U.S. chapters will accept members without motorcycles—a move that could lead to convictions under anti-gang legislation.

In 2011, the American Bandidos redesigned their logo to reflect the difference. The old Bandidos patch depicts a cartoon caricature of a stereotypical Mexican bandit wielding a machete and pistol. He is lovingly referred to as “the Fat Mexican.” The new U.S.-only patch is similar but is more detailed and less cartoonish, with a small Texas flag on the bandit’s arm.

Counted as a single entity, the Bandidos are almost certainly the second-biggest 1-percenter club in the world. The American Bandidos are the second-biggest club in the United States.

OUTLAWS

Founded: 1935, McCook (Chicago), Illinois; the “mother chapter,” or headquarters, has since moved to Detroit

Distribution: 284 chapters in 22 countries, including 116 chapters in 26 states, primarily in the Midwest and the Southeast; 10 in 2 provinces in Canada

Colors: Black and white

Motto: God Forgives, Outlaws Don’t

Support clubs: Officially, the Black Pistons, but there are others

Allies: Mongols

Enemies: Hells Angels and their allies; Warlocks in Florida

Despite predating them by a long margin, the Outlaws have spent most of their existence in the shadow of the Hells Angels, and have even been eclipsed in importance by the Bandidos. As a biker cop once said to me, “They don’t make movies about the Outlaws, do they?”

Originally dressing in cowboy gear with piped shirts and pointy boots, the Outlaws switched over to the leather look in the middle 1950s, after the Hells Angels adopted it from The Wild One. Not long after, they changed their logo from a winged motorcycle to a skull—affectionately known as Charlie—over crossed pistons (although the club’s corporate entity, the American Outlaw Association, or AOA, features a hand with an upstretched middle finger as its logo).

Relations with the Hells Angels have always been tense, and that has resulted in small wars from time to time. The first is said to have arisen from a 1969 rape of the wife of a Hells Angel by an Outlaw, but most have been over territorial disputes. Lingering animosity has kept the two clubs at odds, and the Outlaws have adopted an alternate motto, “Angels Die in Outlaw States,” which is often displayed as “ADIOS” on a patch or tattoo.

In many countries—notably Canada, Australia, Denmark and Norway—Outlaws have been known to work in correlation with the Bandidos and other clubs to try to curb the Hells Angels’ expansion, with varying levels of success.

PAGAN’S

Founded: 1959, in an unincorporated part of Prince George’s County, Maryland (near Washington, D.C.), although some sources have told me the club was actually formed in nearby Vienna, Virginia; the headquarters have since moved to Delaware County, Pennsylvania, just outside Philadelphia

Distribution: About 40 chapters on the East Coast of the United States, from Pennsylvania to North Carolina and Florida; there are frequent rumors of Pagan’s chapters in other countries, but they are almost certainly unfounded

Colors: Blue, white and red

Motto: Live and Die

Support clubs: The Sons of Satan, named after “Satan” Marron

Allies: Mongols

Enemies: Hells Angels and their allies; in 2002, a brief war with the Hells Angels forced the big club to abandon their Philadelphia chapter, leaving the city to the Pagan’s

Founded by Lou Dobkin, an ex–Navy medic turned biochemist for the National Institutes of Health in Washington, the Pagan’s were originally just a bunch of small-time toughs looking for a good time. After Dobkin was replaced as president by John “Satan” Marron, the club is said to have forged ties with the Philadelphia Mafia and moved on to a much higher level of criminal activity.

The Pagan’s don’t look like most other 1-percenter clubs. While other clubs prefer leather vests, the Pagan’s invariably wear denim ones. They also don’t wear bottom rockers, the patches that identify a bike club’s territory. Sources tell me that is because they don’t want law enforcement or other bikers to know their numbers or territorial claims.

Their logo is a cartoon image of Surtr, a fire giant from Norse mythology who plays a major role in Ragnarök, the ultimate destruction of the world. They took the logo directly from a Jack Kirby–illustrated Thor comic book.

Interestingly, the Pagan’s have an apostrophe in their name where they shouldn’t, and the Hells Angels don’t have one where they should.

The Pagan’s—who emerged from a more ethnically diverse area—appear more likely, from my own observation and in the opinion of law enforcement officers I have spoken to, than other clubs to wear Nazi, white supremacist or Confederate regalia.

MONGOLS

Founded: 1969, in Montebello (Los Angeles), California

Distribution: There are two problems with trying to determine where Mongols are and aren’t. The first is that they like to tease law enforcement and other 1-percenter clubs by claiming they have chapters where they don’t. The other is that many Mongols chapters overseas have been established without the blessing of, or even communication with, American management and have been repeatedly accused of patch selling (allowing candidates to buy their way into the club) and even recruiting members without motorcycles. They are not acknowledged by the club and are considered Mongols in name only. Genuine Mongols are, however, present in 14 American states, mainly in the west; Alberta; Mexico; and several European countries, especially Germany and Switzerland

Colors: Black and white

Motto: The Best of the Best

Support clubs: Officially, the Raiders, and others

Allies: Bandidos, Outlaws, Pagan’s, Sons of Silence and Vagos (essentially, any club at odds with the Hells Angels)

Enemies: Hells Angels and their allies

When their attempts to join the Hells Angels were rebuffed, a group of disgruntled southern California bikers formed their own club: the Mongols. Most, but not all of them, had been turned down by the Hells Angels because of their Hispanic heritage. The new gang expanded rapidly (they are said to have recruited directly from the California Men’s Colony prison in San Luis Obispo) and developed ties with local street gangs and Mexican organized crime, many of which preferred to deal with them rather than the Hells Angels.

The consequent tension between the Mongols and the Hells Angels led to many violent encounters, which often came out in the Mongols’ favor. Eventually, a peace deal was hammered out: the Mongols could claim southern California as their own, except for scattered pockets around existing Hells Angels clubhouses, including the mother chapter in San Bernardino. Even so, Mongols and Hells Angels consider one another enemies, and violent clashes still erupt from time to time.

Their patch is a cartoonish Mongol warrior (some say it’s Genghis Khan) they call “the Raider,” riding what appears to be a Harley. In 2008, a federal court issued an injunction that prevented the Mongols from using their name and logo on clothing. It was a demand by the Department of Justice in a plea deal after 110 Mongols were arrested for murder, drug trafficking, robbery, extortion and money laundering. But in 2011, the injunction was overturned in civil court as a violation of the members’ First Amendment rights.

Rivals, particularly Hells Angels, call the Mongols “girls.”

SONS OF SILENCE

Founded: 1966, in Niwot (Boulder), Colorado

Distribution: Midwestern and mountain states and Germany

Colors: Blue, red and white

Motto: Donec mors non separat (Latin for “Until Death Separates Us”)

Support clubs: American Iron, Silent, Silent Few, Silent Rebels, Silent Thunder, Southern Steel

Allies: Mongols

Enemies: Hells Angels, Outlaws

Bruce “The Dude” Richardson returned to his family’s cattle farm in 1960 after a short stint in the U.S. Navy, serving briefly on the aircraft carrier U.S.S. Shangri-La. He liked to ride and party, and he formed the Sons of Silence in 1966. The club quickly expanded, first to Iowa, and is now spread throughout the Midwest and to Germany as well. Richardson left the club in 1974 after a large conflict with law enforcement led to his constant surveillance.

The Sons of Silence have had violent clashes with both the Outlaws and Hells Angels.

Their logo, a standing bald eagle, is taken directly from the Anheuser-Busch corporate logo.

Both law enforcement and Sons of Silence themselves like to talk about how the Sons
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