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				NOTE

				In violation of the Hell’s Angels’ incredibly strong code of silence, George and Helen Wethern have taken the risk of writing about their fourteen-year association with the motorcycle club. Besides hoping book proceeds would help their family reestablish itself in a faraway place, they wanted to set the record straight about this most misunderstood and romanticized group. And, perhaps most of all, they desired to deter others from pursuing such a destructive lifestyle. This was best expressed in a jailhouse letter from Wethern to his wife:

				“Maybe we can help other people from getting involved in drugs, so they won’t have to go through hells too. I know quite a bit about drugs through my own stupidity, but I think I can turn it around to help other people. If some of the damn drugs can be stopped through my efforts, maybe some of the killings will stop. If what I’m going to tell saves one life, it’ll be worth it. . . .”

				They wanted the book to be an honest and unrestrained portrait of their family and the royalty of outlaw motorcycling. And, thanks to new identities provided by the U.S. Marshals Service, they could use their true names and tell their story relatively free of threats of retribution. They took advantage of their unique situation by relating in intimate detail the secrets, motives, and personalities behind the most infamous bunch of bikers in history. They wrote about the good as well as the bad because they knew good times and bad ones, friends as well as enemies. Now what they have written—and what they have told authorities—will keep them many miles from family and friends for the rest of their lives.

				—VINCENT COLNETT

				

			

		

	
		
			
				PREFACE

				ROAD’S END

				UKIAH, California, October 30, 1972. By 6 a.m., about three dozen law enforcement officers had taken up positions around a single story redwood house nestled at the base of a wooded hillside. Crouched behind cars and flattened against tree trunks, they drew beads with pistols, rifles, and shotguns. But there was no movement from the house other than the wisps of smoke curling from the chimney. They waited and listened.

				Then, at the sound of scrambling feet inside, one officer raised his bullhorn:

				“COME OUT WITH YOUR HANDS HIGH!”

				The first response was a paper bag sailing out the door. Then a 280-pound bearded man lumbered onto the porch with his hands up. “Don’t shoot,” he yelled. “This is my family in there.”

				George Wethern walked forward with a ponderous sway. In a moment, his wife, Helen, a tiny woman with an elfin face and close-cropped blond hair, was standing in his shadow along with their chubby nine-year-old son and thirteen-year-old daughter. Raiders from state, federal, and local jurisdictions swarmed around them with guns drawn.

				They handcuffed the parents, then state narcotics agent Jack Nehr read from a search warrant that referred to narcotics, firearms, explosives, and “human skeletal remains.”

				With his family under guard and a dozen investigators fanning over his 153-acre ranch, Wethern took bomb squad experts and some other officers on a tour of the house and a children’s dormitory. A pair of stolen .30-06 rifles and seven legal guns were seized along with the paper bag’s contents—an ounce or two of methamphetamines, a pound of marijuana, some Seconal, and other pills.

				Later, Wethern was driven a few miles to the Mendocino County jail and interrogated by Nehr, Bruce True, and other agents. He admitted being a former Hell’s Angels motorcycle club member, but he remained faithful to the club code of silence and dodged questions with word games and roundabout answers.

				The questions, however, indicated someone in the club had betrayed him, and possibly was trying to set him up. He gaped when Nehr said matter-of-factly, “Ya know, Tiny’s dead . . . He took his last boat ride. Was cut to pieces by nine-millimeter slugs. He squealed like a pig.”

				“Tiny” was Michael Walter, a close friend and the Oakland Angels No. 2 man. He had vanished the previous month, leaving behind his motorcycle and all personal belongings. The agent was stating hearsay as fact, but Wethern didn’t know that. He was certain authorities were putting a murder on his doorstep, although his only crime had been providing two empty pits to Angels leader Ralph “Sonny” Barger as a favor. He didn’t even know the names of the dead buried on his own ranch.

				“I don’t know anything about it,” he said.

				When the agent asked him whether there were any well holes on his ranch, it became obvious that authorities had been told about the burials. Wethern’s family and his own life were at stake. So he put aside the possible consequences of breaking silence, then let out fragments of information. Finally, he took a long breath and said, “I’ll show you the wells.”

				When they returned to the ranch, backhoes and other machinery were already scooping dirt at the front of the property where an informant had directed them. Wethern pointed out a spot twenty-five feet from that excavation, then, after some hemming and hawing, guided authorities to a flower garden less than fifty feet from the house.

				Later that day, the stench of decayed flesh rose from two yawing excavations at those spots. The skeletons of two men were lifted from a twenty-two-foot-deep, dirt-filled well shaft. The partially mummified body of a red-haired woman was exhumed from the second hole. An informant had reported that Tom Shull and Charlie Baker—a pair of Georgia cyclists missing for more than a year—were buried on the ranch, and the two male corpses matched their descriptions. Yet the unidentified female corpse was a total surprise to the raiders.

				The news rolled across the country. “Hell’s Angels’ burying ground” was the phrase thrown out by the state Attorney General’s office and fielded by news media. Helicopters flew over the ranch for aerial photos. And a herd of journalists soon was at the bootheels of Sheriff Reno Bartolomie, a paunchy, silver-haired lawman who looked like a cattle rancher.

				In the same twenty-four-hour period, two other widely reported events also gave the Hell’s Angels winged skull emblem a new, more sinister meaning:

				

				—In Sacramento, the California Attorney General’s 1972 Crime Report branded the Angels a major narcotics distributor. It credited the hitherto loosely organized clan with trafficking $31 million in illegal drugs from the West Coast to the East in one three-year period alone. Club members, it said, were hitting the big time, getting credentials as large-scale organized crime operators who actively purchase land, invest in legitimate businesses and deal with major crime figures in the state. The report said the Angels availed themselves of sophisticated electronic devices to intercept police communications, thus enhancing their extreme mobility. And it said the Angels, Chinese youth gangs, and other organized groups accounted for more than 100 California gang slayings in the previous few years.

				

				—In Oakland, home of the club’s controlling chapter, Angels President Ralph “Sonny” Barger and three other members were going on trial, charged with executing a Texas drug dealer over an estimated $80,000 in cocaine. They were accused (and later acquitted) of shooting the man as he slept, throwing the body in a bathtub, then setting the home afire. Authorities said the murder weapon was the same silencer-equipped pistol used to kill one of three men found murdered in a nearby house the same day.

				

				The Wetherns were held on bail of $100,000 each while their children remained in protective custody at the home of a deputy sheriff. From past experience, Wethern knew the Angels drew no lines at retaliation—torture, kidnapping, and murder were possible. His violation of the club code made it a good bet they would try to silence him temporarily by getting to his family or permanently by getting him. He realized it was only a matter of time before Barger would be connected to the burials—and implicating the club chieftain almost certainly would be a capital offense.

				Still, he and club leaders maintained a semblance of loyalty that first day. He tried to warn those drug dealers whom he might incriminate, and Angels acting president “Big Don” Hollingsworth offered him legal aid and any other club assistance, presumably hoping to keep a lid on things. The club’s offers were transmitted through J.B., Wethern’s closest friend and a retired Angel, during a jail visit.

				Later, Wethern was reunited with his wife in a special cell on the women’s side of the jail—a compact room within a room, like a gas chamber with bars, four bunks, a metal table, toilet and stall shower. Agents with mud-caked boots had come to her cell earlier and told her about the grisly find. And the television news had said the same thing. Once they were alone, Wethern told her what he had done. And she wept, knowing he was a dead man whether he went to prison or not.

				The next day, after an Angels attorney excused himself from the case because of potential conflict of interest, the Wetherns met with a Mendocino County public defender named Richard Petersen. The attorney convinced the family that an immunity deal was the best long-term answer, if they could be provided with protection against the club. Immunity also was attractive because Wethern felt an acute psychological need to flush all the dark secrets from his mind.

				Two days after the raid—with several Angels in custody and several more fugitives in the case—a formal immunity deal was proposed by county District Attorney Duncan James. During the Superior Court session, the Wetherns were chained together in their jail blues. The couple were puzzled by the legal jargon and alarmed by the seemingly rushed procedural matters, a commotion in the bulging press section, and the last-minute substitution of another public defender. And all too suddenly Judge Timothy O’Brien was asking them whether they were willing to reveal everything about the Hell’s Angels.

				“Your honor,” Wethern declared, “I don’t fully understand this and won’t agree to anything unless I do.” He also thought the proposed deal was too narrow. He wanted immunity binding on both federal and state courts, plus protection for his entire family. He demanded all or nothing.

				By day’s end, the Wethern children had been placed in a foster home. And the parents found themselves back in their cell, without their children, immunity, or means of making bail. The vise of Angels’ law and society’s law clearly was tightening on Wethern.

				But his patience and bravado paid off by that weekend. Under the deal, he and his wife agreed to plead guilty to misdemeanor charges stemming from the confiscated guns and drugs, but they were granted immunity for all other crimes except any capital offenses in which they may have been principals. Authorities knew of no such offenses.

				The government agreed to relocate the family in the U.S. locale of their choice, with new names, government-issued identification, all necessary appearance changes, guarantees of housing, and subsistence payments until they could reestablish.

				In return, federal and state investigators would draw upon their memories of a fourteen-year association with the Angels, including Wethern’s two stints of active membership:

				After joining the club in 1958, he became a vice president around 1960, just as the club began to actively recruit the roughneck kids who hardened into the world’s most elite corps of outlaw motorcycle riders, the Oakland Hell’s Angels. In the mid-1960s, he turned his close leadership ties into big money as the Angels slid into drugs, guns, and explosives. He became the club’s top psychedelics distributor and kept several other Angels in his stable of peddlers. As a drug businessman, he dealt with the royalty of that realm, particularly the infamous underground chemist and “LSD King” Augustus Owsley Stanley III, and he was there when the angels played acid games with author Ken Kesey and his Merry Pranksters. He joined other Angels in exploiting San Francisco’s Haight-Ashbury flower children and their petal-thin revolution. In the late 1960s, he made between $100,000 and $200,000 a year, adopted a free-spending lifestyle, and witnessed the first known Angels execution of a club member. And in 1969, after shooting his partner during a drug-triggered violence fit, Wethern turned from narcotics and retired from the club. Still, his friendship with club leaders endured, and he continued to traffic guns and drugs with the club right up to his arrest.

				As word of immunity leaked to the press, District Attorney Duncan James proclaimed triumphantly on November 4: “This may not shut the angels down right away, but most law enforcement officials think it would be the beginning of the end.

				“A Hell’s Angel doesn’t tell on a Hell’s Angel,” he explained to reporters. “At least that’s the way it’s been. If they get arrested, they do their time in county jail and don’t talk.

				“But now there’s a person who has had a friendship with Sonny Barger, the Angels maximum leader, and he’s turning state’s evidence. Now that their code has been broken, other Angels can be expected to come out and do the same thing just to save themselves. . . . After all investigations have been concluded, and arrests made, the Angels will probably be no more than a fragmented group of motorcyclists.”

				This heralded a parade of law officials. From all regions of the state and every level of government, they descended upon the former Angels leader day and night, with questions about the club and its people, hundreds of questions. Even when the long debriefing sessions were over for the moment, the questions hounded Wethern. Normal memory lapses frustrated him. It became increasingly difficult for him to distinguish between things forgotten and things never known. Tranquilizers temporarily released tensions, but drug dependency further irritated him, so he quit them.

				On the morning of November 8, after a night of pacing, Wethern ventured a few thoughtful steps each way across the cell. He had been trying to figure out possible identities for the dead woman. He awakened his wife to pick her brain.

				“Go to sleep,” she urged. “You need some rest.”

				He apologized for waking her, resumed pacing for a minute, then told her, “I gotta get you outa here.”

				“Whatta ya mean?” She cleared her eyes and her head.

				Stolidly, he sat and pondered, as though listening to someone.

				“Whatta ya mean?” she pressed, rolling from under the sheets.

				“Shush. God’s talking to me.” He shut his eyes.

				“What’s he say?” she held his face in her hands, but he remained mute. His eyes popped open and glazed over. “George,” she whispered urgently, “you gotta talk to somebody.”

				When Deputy Jim Tuso arrived, Wethern was hanging on the cell bars, reaching desperately for the deputy’s gun. “Kill me, Jim,” he screamed. “Do it. Do it.”

				Embracing the big man and stroking his forehead, his wife explained to the deputy, “He’s feeling bad. He’s upset. He won’t take his tranks.”

				After a few minutes of more reasoned talking, Wethern canceled his death wish. “Never mind, Jim,” he said. “Forget it. I’m okay now.” When he rose from his knees, dropped into a chair, and seemed to calm himself, the deputy departed.

				Suddenly, Wethern was up again. “Lemme talk to Petersen. Dammit, lemme talk to him.”

				“Okay. Okay,” she said. “He’s already on his way.”

				“Can you handle it?” he added. “Can you get yourself out of here?”

				“Whatta ya mean?” It was unclear to her whether he meant out of jail or out of the entire mire.

				“Can you do it?” he replied with great emphasis.

				“We can talk to Mr. Petersen,” she said, terrified that she had lost his thoughts.

				“Well, if you can’t do it, I’ve got to,” he said.

				The attorney showed up, but, try as he might, he couldn’t communicate with the former Angel.

				“Don’t give up,” Helen entreated her husband. “Talk to Mr. Petersen. He’s here to help you.”

				Wethern remained tense, frighteningly intense, obstinate yet incoherent. “No. It ain’t workin’. No good.”

				After the attorney left, Wethern pounded and pounded the metal bed frame with his fist, telegraphing a crude message to himself.

				“Come on, George,” a jail matron called from the corridor doorway. “Calm down. Come on.”

				He smiled sheepishly and asked her to close the door so he could use the toilet in privacy. She hesitated until Helen assured her it was all right. Once the door latched and the matron’s footsteps pattered off, he spring to his feet, then fiercely pulled his wife to her knees. “Let’s pray,” he murmured. Then another thought struck him. He picked up a pencil, wanting to write a letter, so Helen joined him at the metal table.

				With deliberation, he formed the letters of his first name. GEORGE. He stopped. Almost involuntarily, his head bobbed, rhythmic yet ponderous, a tousle of hair and whiskers. Images filled his mind: feelings intensified the images. Guilt for the life his wife and children would inherit. Fear for their future hells. Regret for abandoning old and loved comrades.

				“Gimme another pencil,” he said.

				He seemed to be writing two-handed, right to left and left to right; then he turned the pencils point-up in his fists. He flicked away one lead with his thumb. His muscles bunched. His wide forearms wrenched upward. The pencils sank deep into his eyes, past the whites and toward the target. The brain, the source of his pain, had to be pierced, killed. His thick hands strained, but Helen threw herself across the table, with all her might prying them away, screaming for his life. To get the lances deeper, he tried to ram them on the table. Yet, as his head plunged forward, the woman gripped the bloody pencils and swiftly yanked them out.

				Blinded by blood and pain, he clutched her throat, tearing her rosary and driving her back to the shower floor. “He’s going to kill himself and take me with him,” she told herself. She held her breath at first. Then, when she desperately needed air, she found her throat passages closed. Panicking, she mustered all her strength to try to push him away. But her legs were hopelessly pinned under his huge body and her arms were too weak. 

				As she started to lose consciousness, deputies dragged George away and pinned him to the bed. After they held him for a while, he went placidly to a holding area.

				A few minutes later, Helen watched from the corridor as he was led toward an ambulance. Her throat was bruised and her knees were quaking. “George,” she called.

				“Honey. I’m sorry. I’m sorry,” he cried back.

				“It’s all right. I’m okay,” she assured him. “Don’t worry.”

				“Gimme a kiss, Sugar,” he said—and they were allowed a brief embrace.

				Speeding toward the hospital, he enjoyed a queer, peaceful joy in his blindness. The darkness relieved him of his real world concerns, but they rushed back on the hospital operating table, when one eye picked up the outline of the overhead light. “Oh, no,” he told himself. “You didn’t do it good enough.”

				Back at the jail, he was manacled so he couldn’t touch his eyes. He cursed the chains, he cursed the deputies, he cursed the world, he cursed himself. He growled and snarled and shook the bars of his cell. When the doctor came, he demanded, “Gimme a shot. Gimme a shot.” The first shot made him cry for more, reverting into a complete Hell’s Angel.

				His created such a disturbance that deputies finally wrestled him to an old storage room. His feet shackled and his hands chained to a belt, he stretched across the floor. He yawned, pretending to be sedated. He bummed a cigarette from one guard. As he smoked, he worked slack in his chains. Then, rolling over as though to snuff his smoke, he jammed the entire butt into his eye. Cursing their own stupidity, the deputies were immediately upon him, but the damage had been done.

				With his chains cinched tighter, he was returned to his cell. Alone in the darkness and the eery, echoing jailhouse, he wanted in a desperate way to talk to his wife to make sure she was unharmed. He clamored until several deputies were standing in the doorway of his cell.

				“I’m comin’ out,” he roared. “I wanna see my wife.”

				“No, you’re not,” one of the deputies said, but George exploded through the human barrier. Like a runaway elephant, he charged down the hallway with deputies clinging to his dangling chains. He reached the guardroom before a gang tackle brought him down just short of the women’s side of the jail. “I’m goin’ to her, and that’s it! God help me!” He screamed it until a guard literally chocked off the words.

				The commotion carried to Helen’s cell. Hunched at the edge of her bunk, she fingered her broken rosary. She ached to go to him but was helpless. She reconstructed the rosary bead by bead. The matron left for a couple of minutes. “He had another sedative,” she retuned to say. “He’s sleeping, finally.”

				At that, Helen surrendered to her own sedatives and slept too.

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER 1

				A BREEDING PLACE FOR ANGELS

				My home town was Oakland. It was a raw place, but it wasn’t as bad as San Franciscans said it was. Like any other industrial city, it had its ugly face—waterfront warehouses, smoking factories, freighters, and endless railyards. But those homely places put bread on the tables of families living in the pleasant working-class neighborhoods that sloped up the green hills to the east.

				In 1955 my family lived in one of those neighborhoods of comfortable houses. My father was owner and chief bartender at Clarence’s in Oakland, a down-to-earth, no-frills saloon that catered to officials from the nearby Alameda County courthouse, businessmen, blue-collar workers, and local winos. He and my mother, a Pacific Telephone company employee, worked long hours to keep me, my two brothers, and my sister well clothed, well fed, and well educated in Catholic schools. And they gave us all the luxuries they could afford. You might even say they spoiled us a little bit. On my sixteenth birthday, in fact, they surprised me with the fulfillment of every California high school student’s dream—a 1950 baby blue Ford sedan with fender skirts.

				Once I customized it by heating the springs, dropping the frame, and yanking the skirts, it was my entrée to a car club called the Quads and to some pretty good times in the backseat with my steady girl, Judy. And there were a few other girls too—thanks to my wheels and the fact that I fit the stereotype of the day. I was about 5-10, 200 pounds, with a Tony Curtis curl, and I was uniformed in a white tee-shirt, a woolen Pendleton shirt, a windbreaker jacket, and Levi’s, the stiffer the better.

				Even in those days, I was the family black sheep. At Bishop O’Dowd High School, I managed only Cs, although teachers told me I finished third out of 500 students in an IQ test. Reading books was like doing penance. I hung out with other burly guys for the sake of status and enjoyed a reputation as a tough guy, even though I did far more bluffing than fighting. During my sophomore year final examinations, I swiped my father’s revolver and ran away to the Sierra Nevada for a few days with a buddy, until our money ran out.

				Naturally, females were my downfall. I was smitten with Judy, a willowy but full-chested blond I dated since junior high. At O’Dowd, my sister and other puritanical girls regarded her as fast because she was popular and seemed to know about things like monkey bites on the belly.

				When we were sixteen, we got caught coupling on a backyard swing during a party and word got back to my mother. Our parents huddled, then sent Judy to a doctor. Tests showed everything was copacetic, but my mother decreed an end to the romance.

				My mother was having enough trouble with my father’s drinking binges, so she farmed me out to an all boys school in nearby Alameda. She gave the school administrators free rein to reform me, but they couldn’t keep Judy out of my life. Soon we were bumping into each other at parties, hamburger joints, and in the backseat of my Ford.

				I started getting better grades, doing less—but my academic career was cut short. Judy was pregnant. We wanted to get married, but my mother withheld consent in characteristic fashion: “George, I’ll nail the lid on your coffin before you marry her.” She regarded Judy as a slut. Before the school year ended, she hustled me to the Air Force recruiting office.

				For some reason, they trained me as a personnel specialist, someone who shuffled papers and kept track of leave records. It was funny to be breaking the very rules I was supposed to be learning as part of my specialty training. If I wasn’t AWOL, I was clashing with my superiors. When they called me on the carpet, I used my thwarted romance as an excuse. Finally, some sympathetic officers transferred me from Lackland, Texas, to Mountain Home, Idaho—a Strategic Air Command base in a state that permitted eighteen-year-olds to marry without parental consent. When I went home on leave, Judy was giving up the baby for adoption. She told me she never wanted to see me again, and I never saw the baby.

				Back in Boise, fifty miles across the sage from Mountain Home, I vented my emotions by prowling for local girls. They seemed to be indoctrinated by idyllic movies that pictured Californians with Cadillacs in their carports, blue water in their swimming pools, and wads of greenbacks in their jeans. My buddies and I heisted beer trucks to supply our all-night parties with these willing girls. After a few run-ins with the resident cowboys, I took to toting a .45 automatic pistol, and had to use it once to avoid a stomping. Then I unintentionally got engaged to a grocery clerk there, using my “ring hustle” to get a little sex in return for a gold band. Fortunately, I wormed out of the engagement and hocked the ring.

				My military career was as mercurial as my romancing. For being in a successful program, I won a medal. For being myself, I earned two summary courts-martial convictions and some AR-15 disciplinary citations, for things like smuggling girls into the barracks and almost running down a sergeant. Finally, I went AWOL all the way back to Oakland, to visit my sick mother and to party with old friends. I surrendered to the MPs after a few days of cat and mouse.

				My special court-martial convened May 16, 1958, with military judges and two charges: being AWOL for six days and misappropriation of government property, namely two hunting knives found in my locker. It went on like a capital case with six days of witnesses, arguments, and evidence that boiled down to twenty-one pages of summarized testimony. After being sentenced to three months’ hard labor, I gave my guards so much trouble that a major came to the stockade personally to offer me an undesirable discharge. “Where do I sign?” I bubbled.

				The glorious day I was marched from the stockade, I walked a few paces off base and saluted my favorite guards with my middle finger. Then I blew all my military pay partying in Boise with a bunch of other discharged troublemakers. I had to phone my father for money to get home.

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER 2

				MAKING OF A HERO

				In the summer of 1958, I hauled my party-racked body back to Oakland, still without a decent military record or education. My aimlessness worried my parents, but I was in no rush to enter the workaday world. I just wanted to take it easy and regain the year and a half and forty pounds stolen by Uncle Sam.

				I suppose I was trying to recapture my high school years. Hanging out at East Oakland drive-ins soon made me a regular with a younger crowd from the Havenscourt District. Acting with the aplomb of a worldly stockade veteran, I impressed the girls and, at least, got the guys’ attention.

				The Foster’s Freeze hamburger stand hadn’t changed much since my own school days. There still were plenty of girls, flitting around the jukebox, waiting to be rescued from boredom or corrupted. They were looking for action 1950s style—smoking rubber, flashing chrome reversed rims, rumbling glasspacks, Butch Wax, and sweaty pants-down love in the backseat. And few things did more for a guy’s ego than having his tuck and roll warmed by pony-tailed, erect-breasted girls bebopping, twittering at his every word, reeking of Woolworth’s perfume, Clearasil, and cigarette smoke, packed in tight as a good bag of fries. 

				The drive-in was a place to pick up girls for cruising. After my mother’s station wagon filled, I’d peel away from the parking lot’s crisscrosses of burnt rubber. I’d turn up the radio rhythm and blues and spend more time watching the rearview mirror than the road. The mirror was indispensable; it saved me speeding tickets and it let me keep track of any interesting sweeties in my backseat. One particular girl always seemed to meet my eyes in the mirror. She looked like the younger sister of one of my girls. She was flat-chested and about ninety-nine pounds.

				“You shouldn’t look at me that way, little girl,” I teased her. “You’re too young for them bedroom eyes.”

				She blushed and indignantly denied the whole thing. I was shocked to learn this little thing in white bucks, Levi’s, and her big brother’s dress shirt was fifteen, not eleven or twelve. I was even more surprised that she had a boyfriend who was two-timing her.

				Her name was Helen. She thought I was too brassy and aggressive. But I eventually convinced her that dating me would make her boyfriend jealous. On our first date, I discovered she had a perky personality that was hidden in group situations. Pretty soon I had her cutting classes, and we’d go over to someone’s house to play cards and neck. She thought I was all hands and glands at first, but later she lost her fear of me and accepted my St. Christopher’s medal.

				Going steady meant drive-in movies and lovers’ lanes along Skyline Boulevard. When I was low on gas money, we would forgo the sparkling panoramas and would just pull into a dark lumberyard a few blocks from her house. Lots of times I’d follow my backseat routine with another girl the same night. Yet I didn’t tolerate any unfaithfulness on Helen’s part.

				One day I spotted her riding in a car with a couple of boys and a few girlfriends. She tried to duck out of sight, but it was too late. I U-turned and tailed the car, hugging its bumper through a few evasive fishtailing turns. Like a maniac, I was blasting my horn and gunning my engine until the driver pulled over. One guy ran, but I caught the other, threw him across the hood and bent his nose with a pistol. “What’re ya doin’ with my girl?” I yelled. He stammered an apology, so I booted his butt, then turned to Helen. “Get outa the car.”

				“I ain’t goin’ alone.” She would come out only after she convinced a couple of girlfriends to come along. I guess she was afraid of me.

				
				Not everyone thought I was overaggressive. In fact, some of my friends found the trait desirable. Two of them, Jerry Jordan and Junior, were riding with the Hell’s Angels, a fledgling motorcycle club with a local reputation. As I outgrew the high school scene, the club’s kamikaze style and camaraderie fascinated me. I found myself wanting to join, but I didn’t have a motorcycle, a rare conveyance in those days.

				Thanks to my parents’ pull with a union official, I got an apprentice job with a construction company and saved $125. That bought me a used Harley-Davidson 45, a half-red, half-green bike with white sidewall tires, the luxury of chromed handlebars, and a beer can muffler. After Jerry and Junior helped tune it sweet and wire down the loose parts, I lapped the block a few times, then we headed for 23rd Avenue.

				The crusty little shopping area there was like a small town toe-to-toe with a city. Store rooflines were cut low and irregular, the telephone poles high and irregular. The gutters always were cluttered with beer bottles, cigarette stubs, and motorcycles. The favorite hangouts were the Doggie Diner drive-in, the raunchy Star Cafe, and Poole’s Locker Club, owned by an old motorcycle buff who kept the sailors in line and didn’t mind young bikers leaning on his jukebox.

				Under the feeble streetlights, the three of us parked at the end of a string of motorcycles, then headed for a loose huddle of guys against one building. They wore sleeveless Levi’s jackets called “cutaways” with winged skull emblems. A skinny, dirty-blond, fight-scarred kid left the group and sidled toward us. His grease-black, steel-reinforced boots must have accounted for about a tenth of his 130 pounds, but he telegraphed heavier vibrations as he ambled along, his head cocked a little to one side, his puffy eyes leveled and his strong lower lip poised.

				His name was Ralph Hubert Barger Jr., but his friends called him Sonny. He was born in Modesto, and when he was six months old his mother left him to be raised by his father. He never saw his mother again. Like me, he was an Oakland high school dropout who enlisted in the military. He used to tell people he quit school in 1955 as a tenth-grader, spent a year in the Army, then was discharged when authorities found him underaged. After an apprenticeship with the Angels’ Nomad chapter, he organized the Oakland chapter and became president in 1957.

				Sonny was unsmiling but not unfriendly. We shook hands and shot the breeze about motorcycles and the club. When the other Angels joined us, I did more listening and observing than talking. But Sonny—though he was only twenty—clearly guided the conversation.

				Without seeming juvenile, he spoke of motorcycling as a lifestyle, not a hobby. “But why talk about it when you can do it?” he moved toward his mount, then with a causal roll of his head, added, “Come on, George. Ya wanna go?”

				“Yeah, sure,” I replied, and I was on my first “run,” with maybe a total of twenty minutes’ experience on a motorcycle. The pack took off down the boulevard, rip-roaring from stoplight to stoplight. I fell way back, especially in the straight stretches, because the bike would choke and die every time I tried to wind it out. I’d lift my leg and it would take off again. Then it would die a minute later. I was going crazy trying to keep up. Finally, we pulled into Top’s Cafe, one of the regular coffee stops, after I’d stalled seven or eight times. After poking around, Sonny discovered that my problem was a pants leg that was keeping air from the carburetor. 

				With some minor repairs by Sonny and some riding time, I was gunning my Harley through traffic with the amazing grace of the rest, just loving the rumble of those big pistons. I even mastered the rear-mounted jockey shifts that were the rage. They demanded precise movements—one hand steered while the other swung back, shifting gears.

				Our routine was: ride until your ass is sore, stop for coffee, then ride some more. We’d ride crazy-like, roaring into bars or along sidewalks. Pulling wheelstands. Just looking good. Feeling good. Class was riding four or five abreast along the street, taking up both lanes. And nobody passed; we piled up cars whenever we wanted. Just riding along, everything purring and everybody together.

				About three weeks after my first run, I was waiting anxiously on the porch of a house across the railroad tracks from 23rd Avenue. Inside, the fifteen or so members were discussing their new “prospect”—my personality, my riding ability, and, most of all, my desire to join. Two nay votes could have blackballed me, but everyone figured “the more the merrier.”

				When I was called inside, everyone congratulated me with handshakes and rough slaps on the back. I shelled out twenty-five cents for weekly dues and a few bucks for the club patch, but I didn’t own a cutaway jacket. “Don’t worry,” Sonny said. He tossed me his old colors, the death’s head patch stained with blood from a jaw-breaking spill. Surging with pride, I pulled on the snug jacket. The feeling of instant brotherhood, backing, and status electrified me. I no longer was just a dropout and an Air Force reject. I was a Hell’s Angel.

				Coming home was a downer. Hatred was a mild word to describe my mother’s feelings toward the club. The antigod name itself mocked the faith she celebrated with daily Mass. She saw us as arrogant punks in out late teens and early twenties, many living with parents or dependent upon them. And whenever members dropped by the house, she needled them about their greased back hair and grimy clothes, calling them a bunch of bums. Once she swatted a couple of guys with a broom.

				Another night she tried to beat her view into my head with a No. 9 frying pan. My father was scuffling with me and my mother was screaming, “Call the police. Lock that kid up,” so I broke away before matters got out of hand. I kicked over my Harley and blasted, soothed by the song of the beer can muffler. Free again!

				Later that night, I was with Sonny and Waldo at the Doggie Diner when the pay phone rang. It was some girl asking for somebody in the club. She and her roommate wanted some company. “Let’s go,” I said to the other guys.

				Her place was an old time duplex on 18th Street. And she turned out to be the wildest Avon lady I’d ever met. We got tangled up that night, and she clawed my back something terrible. In the morning, I had to go to court for traffic tickets, but she was saying how amazed she was at my prowess in the sack. I still had to leave, so I told her, “Compliments of the Hell’s Angels,” and rode off.

				I dabbled in the club’s regular “mamas” too. You might say they were sexual fringe benefits of membership. There was “Big Jan,” a handsome, Amazonian blonde; she was strong enough to carry me in her arms like a baby. There was Sue, whose sexual capacity was legend; she and her roommate once banged me into submission, and I sneaked from their flat with boots in hand while they slept. There was Spider, whose moniker suited her dark hairy looks and sexual style. One of the most notorious was “Garbage Head,” a San Bernardino reject who hustled quarters at bars by clamping her legs together and begging for Kotex money. We auctioned her body one night, but fourteen cents was the highest bid. Plenty of women viewed us as the James Gang reincarnated and went for our leather-denim-motorcycle erotica. The ones who lasted either could take lots of abuse or had no place to go.

				At first, I shielded Helen from the club, partly in deference to her innocence, partly to keep my sexual options open. But gradually she was drawn into our wind-on-the-face world. Before her first ride, I said, “Get on and hang on. Lean when I lean.” Our morbid trapping scared her, but she soon found that being an Angel’s girlfriend gave her special status at school. Her girlfriends would say, “Gee, your old man’s in the club. What’s it like?” Her first Angels party, around a bonfire in the hills, provided the answer. 

				“It was wild,” she told her friends. “I felt like a kid with all these big people. They were drunk and carrying on, having a good time. Lots were loaded on pills or something. I was having a good time watching them and pretending to sip my beer. ‘Lookit that one,’ I’d tell George. ‘Lookit how weird he looks.’ And all the girls were decked out seductive in tight sweaters, short skirts, leather. The women were downright hard and acted like the guys, big and bad. They had knives, and some looked like they shoulda been ridin’ ’sted of the guys.

				“George was mainly a watcher, except when he got up on a table and danced. He was usually off talking to people. He sat me down and told me to stay, but I didn’t like it. Whenever a guy came over to ask me to dance, George would come and stand over him.

				“He was real protective. He came right out and told the Angels, ‘That’s mine,’ meaning me. He said, ‘I don’t want nobody messin’ with it. Stay away.’ I really didn’t provoke anything anyway. The Angels wanted some voluptuous thing to mess around with, not me.”

				Helen’s parents weren’t aware of that. They considered the club dangerous to her moral well-being, my bike dangerous to her physical well-being. Their fondness for me was wiped out by my wheelstands in front of their house. They declared motorcycles off limits, so I had to pick Helen up with a car, then switch to a two-wheeler.

				The Bagleys had left their humble, moonshining Oklahoma home and come to California when Helen was a year old. Her father, Charley, was a feisty little man maimed by bar fights and an auto wreck that left one leg shorter than the other. He limped noticeably and spent lots of time and money at good old bars like the Silver Saddle. But his mallet-hard hands spliced shipping cable and supported three children. His wife did seasonal work at Del Monte cannery and secondhand stores to help ends meet.

				Only recently could the family afford to leave the flat, predominantly black West Oakland ghetto for higher and “whiter” ground with better schools. Neither parent nor Helen’s older brothers had completed high school, so she was groomed as the first graduate.

				More than anything, she loved to draw and draft, but art school was impractical. She set her sights on beauticians’ school, but $500 a year tuition was too expensive. She settled for a high school secretarial curriculum, and hoped to share an apartment someday with other single girls.

				Other plans soon were proposed for her. As part of my hustle, I asked her to marry me.

				“I don’t wanna get married right away,” she told me. “I wanna finish school.”

				“Well, you’re gonna get pregnant,” I informed her. And the prediction came true within a few months.

				Keeping the pregnancy secret bothered her more than morning sickness. We decided to someday live in the country and to educate our kids as Catholics even though her family was Baptist. We were trying to muster the money to start life together and the courage to tell her parents.

				Meanwhile, Helen was established as my old lady among Angels. Her coming out was the club Halloween party in 1959. She and J.B.’s wife, Irma, were elated to be included. After lots of consultation, Helen outfitted herself in a pair of Levi’s and a borrowed green mohair sweater.

				The entire Oakland chapter piled into the back of my father’s two-ton van for the trek to San Francisco. “You ride up front with me,” I told Helen, even though she wanted to join the wacky group in back. They were loaded, swilling and spilling beer before we left Oakland.

				We were a little behind schedule, so I pushed the van to seventy miles an hour. For the hell of it, I was swerving from side to side going down the freeway, bouncing my riders against the van walls. At the Bay Bridge toll plaza, my painted and goateed crew put on a show for the motorists, toasting one another and peeing out the grating across the back. “Help. Lemme outa here,” the females screamed. The toll collector went back to investigate but got straightened out in a hurry.

				I had talked the club into taking the van because traveling en masse was more fun and safer than a nighttime bike caravan. There was less danger of loaded members getting hurt, harassed or lost on unfamiliar city streets. In the past, partybound members sometimes were turned back by San Francisco police, but this night the van rolled unchecked to the original Fillmore Auditorium. It was a musty, footworn upstairs dance barn on a street corner in the black Fillmore District.

				Once inside, Helen retreated to a corner near the refreshments stand while I made my rounds, socializing, popping pills, drinking beer, and raising hell. The place was filling with bikers from clubs like the Mofos, Presidents, and Gypsy Jokers, but the Angels stood out. We usually were in rare form on Halloween. More outrageous than outlandish, we tripped around with painted faces, shaved heads, chain whips, flashing light bulbs, Mohican haircuts, earrings, nose rings, Nazi helmets, swastikas.

				In the fierce competition for attention, Sonny sprayed
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