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			PREFACE

			In the Age of Progress, Problem

			CHRISTMAS 1924
 SPRINGFIELD, MASSACHUSETTS

			IN THE MID-1920S THE WORLD as many had known it was coming to an end. The Crash was around the corner. In the already slumping western Massachusetts working-class cities of Springfield and Worcester, two older men took an accounting. One white, the other black. One utterly obscure, one only recently forgotten.

			Louis “Birdie” Munger was a doer, a thinker, and an extraordinary (if unheralded) inventor. He wasn’t a man of reflection, but when he answered the knock at his door in Springfield and signed for the express package something clicked. It wasn’t what was inside—a holiday gift from relatives—but the post date on the outside. It had left the Pacific Coast only twenty-six hours earlier, an astonishingly brief span of time. An old, pulse-quickening sensation stirred. His mind raced.

			In a subsequent article in the local newspaper, Munger colorfully described a time few remembered. Two photographs accompanying the story seemed to say it all. Both were of him on bicycles. But in one, the earlier one, Munger had short hair, a tidy moustache, and a dark dress suit. He was sitting stiffly upright, formal, gentlemanly. The bicycle was a fashion accessory, like the fluffed silk handkerchief in his lapel pocket. In the companion shot, taken only a few years later, he was wearing a sleeveless T-shirt and tight shorts, and sported a waxed handlebar moustache stretching to the east-west cardinal points. He was hunched over, streamlined, racing. The look on his face was narrow and competitive.

			The sport of that moment was bicycle racing, and for a decade, from the mid-1890s to the early 1900s, it was all anybody wanted to talk about. Hundreds of professional racers—beautiful, virile gods of sport—competed before millions of spectators at tour stops in San Francisco, Chicago, New York, and dozens of other cities where they were received like heroes, with parades, newly built and record-fast oval tracks, and fan pins and cigarette packs adorned with their handsome images. Scientists were transfixed as the racers hurled themselves against the unknown of terrestrial velocity; they wielded tape measures and calipers to unravel their physiology in the hope of explaining the speeds they attained, but in the end they, too, were stumped and merely hailed the “scorcher” as a new exquisite athletic form, like an evolved species descended from a future world.

			Names—hot, fast bicycle names—washed across Munger’s mind as if it were yesterday: the Orient, the Yellow Fellow, and his own Birdie Special. He didn’t say it, but his bike was the watch charm, the sleekest, most radically designed, most pilot-adored racing bicycle in the world. If you were lucky enough to own a Munger, your intention was plain: you wished to be the fastest thing in existence. He was sought out by the most cyclonic men on the planet to break records, eclipse thoroughbreds, even catch speeding locomotives.

			Maybe as much as the time-bending express package, what helped prompt all of this—the interview, the recollections of his time and place in the era, the sifting through scrapbooks for race photographs—was a recent visit (and, as it turned out, the last visit) from his now graying protégé Marshall Taylor. The “colored whirlwind” had begun his own autobiographical project, he told Munger, spending the last several years getting down on paper what he and others could remember before it was too late.

			Munger couldn’t recall when he initially met Taylor, but he never forgot his first day with him at the track. When he stopped his timepiece after the youngster’s mile-long sprint, he shook his head in amazement: 2 minutes and 7/100ths of a second. The world record was just two-hundredths of a second faster. At the time Taylor was sixteen, self-taught, and working as an errand boy at an Indianapolis bicycle shop. The old racer in Munger felt something that transcended envy; he felt the goose bumps, the breathless joy of discovery that comes from seeing someone do what you love better than anyone you ever dreamed could do.

			At Munger’s urging, Taylor had traveled the country, then across the Atlantic, and finally from one end of the earth to the other to compete against the reigning champions of England, Germany, France, Italy, and Australia. Speed was the currency of the moment, and the man, country, and race who could claim to be its master was worth something incalculable. The obstacles abroad were considerable: rugged overland rail travel, transoceanic steamers, and the vast distances that separated home and away.

			At home, it was bleak. In 1899, at the outset of Taylor’s assault on the record books, a total of 400 black people were lynched in Georgia, Mississippi, and a half dozen other states, the most of any year in U.S. history. It was not a good time to be visible, much less the most prominent and prominently victorious black man in America. On banked outdoor tracks Taylor tucked in behind noisy, steam-belching, rubber-burning, crash-prone motorcycles and raced furiously against the clock to see what was possible—a mile a minute? Faster?—but he also raced against flesh-and-blood rivals, wheel to wheel, elbow to elbow, skin to skin. In one of his first professional races, he effortlessly accelerated past a struggling veteran, exhorting as he passed him, “That was too easy!”

			His victories, and the sensational, crowd-pleasing way in which he won, led to threats, assaults, and the open collusion of his main American race circuit rivals to defeat him. The popular sporting press didn’t know what to make of him—he didn’t drink alcohol or smoke tobacco, and he stubbornly refused to race on the Sabbath, either for world championship titles or $10,000 race purses. “But I never heard before of an athlete who had conscientious scruples, and no one believes you, Major,” a newspaperman protested. Another writer ridiculed him as a Christian Narcissus who “feels the finger of God whirling his pedals round.”

			In the end there was only one man the competitive equal of Taylor. His name was Floyd McFarland, also an American and of identical age. He came from California—a place where the sheer physical distance to the eastern sporting metropolis had once been insurmountable. He was everything Taylor wasn’t—garrulous, school-educated, and white. His father was a well-to-do auctioneer; Taylor’s was a poor servant coachman. The McFarland family was storied, a fabled Virginia clan that settled on land where an immense reservoir of oil and natural gas gushed just beneath the tilled surface. Taylor’s family was anonymous, neither written about nor recorded as slaves in prewar Kentucky.

			They sparred for almost ten years, during which the sport riveted the public’s attention the way modern-day NASCAR does. Each became wealthy, made almost daily headlines, and enjoyed unprecedented celebrity as a sportsman, but it was almost as if both feared the lethal consequences of a true championship meeting, of a black striver in the same hot, tight arena with a white master. It was only at the end—of the sport, of the boom, and of the era—that their rivalry finally achieved full form. They took passage for Australia, a seemingly neutral venue halfway around the world and yet a place a local legislator called “the last part of the world in which the higher races can live and increase freely for the benefit of higher civilization.”
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			“CIRCUMSTANCES HAVE HITHERTO COMBINED to keep these Heroes of the Cycling Path Asunder,” announced a promotional poster for the cycling championship of the world on February 27, 1904, in Adelaide, Australia. “They will meet—finally—here.” The prize purses in Australia were among the largest ever offered, the promoter the same brilliant rogue who almost a decade later would reprise the black-versus-white stakes with heavyweights Jack Johnson and Tommy Burns. The Taylor and McFarland pairing was his favorite, he said, because it was his first, because it was everybody’s first. The World War II generation had their where-were-you moment when the black American Joe Louis stepped into the ring at Yankee Stadium with Nazi Germany’s Max Schmeling in the 1938 heavyweight championship of the world; the Vietnam era had trackmen Tommie Smith and John Carlos’ black power salute on the 1968 Olympic medal stand in Mexico City. But at the turn of the century, an aging Civil War generation, eager for a battle to decide what had not been decided at Appomattox, also had a defining moment when all thoughts, from north to south, were directed to a faraway track where winter was summer. Royals and American presidents awaited word, as did city gamblers and country church folk, social scientists and old colored troops.

			In Australia—not at the broiling racetrack grandstand, because she couldn’t bear to watch—Taylor’s young, light-skinned wife, Daisy, waited, too, full of love for the man to whom she once addressed a transatlantic letter “The 1 Mile Bicycle King of the World, Paris, France.” She had an abiding faith, but it wasn’t blind. She had seen too much and been born into hard circumstances few could have imagined. Daisy Victoria Taylor wished she didn’t believe that the outcome of a winner-takes-all race between a white man and a black man would fix the prospects of the innocent unborn baby that filled her belly. But she did.
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			TWO DECADES LATER TAYLOR PLACED IN FRONT of his old friend Munger an obsessively worked-over manuscript, and they reflected on a story few would believe—especially the ending, when he and Floyd McFarland finally, fatefully met. Tears came. They had been on the move for a long time.

			For a moment everything stood quite still.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			Free

			JULY 1865
 CITY OF LONDON
 ATLANTIC OCEAN

			It glides along as though it were alive, and with a smooth grace…everlasting and beautiful to behold.

			—Scientific American
 ARTICLE ON THE EARLY PEDAL-POWERED BICYCLE

			THE SOUTH WAS STILL BURNING. Thousands of Confederate POWs remained in Union custody, having refused allegiance to their Yankee victors, and only a partial accounting of the 623,000 war dead had been made. It was a mere eight weeks after Appomattox and the end of the Civil War, but people were already on the move. The promise of America’s large northern industrial cities, where work could be had and lives remade, triggered a massive response home and abroad.

			The swell of humanity included a twenty-two-year-old French mechanic whose July transatlantic passage was notable because of what he steadfastly towed in a large clanging steamer trunk. Within were the unassembled parts of the first modern-era bicycle to land upon U.S. shores. Pierre Lallement, a baby-faced man with short legs and a penguin’s stride, was the first of what would be a very long line of dreamers, schemers, and spectacular failures who would see in the beautiful symmetry of moving bicycle parts a new beginning. His wrought-iron frame didn’t look like much, but he won a patent in 1866 and, more incredible still, he rode the thing, nobly taking to the green at New Haven, Connecticut, as a few rubbernecking strollers looked on.

			Lallement’s bicycle was, in truth, a giant advance that somehow eluded the best and brightest minds for generations, with “two wooden wheels, with iron tires, of nearly equal size, one before the other, surmounted by a wooden perch.” The patent description, however, failed to emphasize the genius of the new design—foot pedals that would not just propel it but balance it. For the first time a rider could elevate his feet from terra firma (earlier versions were straddled and powered by hard, scooter-style pushes), drive his wherewithal into foot pedal cranks, and directly propel his earthly volume. One hundred and fifty years later it is the advance that a six-year-old who rides a bicycle for the first time remembers, the moment when the ground gives way, the wind sweetens, and nerve ends spark like dry tinder. It is the moment when doubt and fear release in a simple, fundamental expression of pungent emotion—something that sounds like “Wheeeee!”

			Lallement didn’t wait around long enough to see his bicycle gain acceptance—after a few years of queer looks and uneventful sales he glumly sailed back to France—but Americans did briefly experience a faddish burst of enthusiasm. It only lasted a year or two before they sharply turned on the contraption, dubbing the hard mechanical horse the “boneshaker.” It was uncomfortable, unreliable, and rather awkward (the pedals were attached to the front wheel and not directly beneath the rider). Showcase races at outdoor courses did nothing to help the cause, as even supremely fit men on state-of-the art velocipedes (the precious-sounding term for the premodern steed) found walking speeds hard to best. It was not a racing bicycle. In a post–Civil War world where urban Americans had lofty expectations of a European-style enlightenment, the bike didn’t measure up. By 1870, only five years after Lallement’s dodgy transatlantic adventure, the primitive boneshaker was far more dead than alive.

			Still, the sense among believers that they were in the proverbial ballpark and that the bicycle might be more than a fling stubbornly prevailed—especially in Europe, where English inventors one-upped their Parisian counterparts with the high-wheeler, the aptly described evolutionary follow-up to the boneshaker. With a lightweight hollow steel frame and cushioning seat spring, the British-made Ordinary was a far better vehicle than the boneshaker—her smooth, fast ride softened the old criticism—but the improvements came at the expense of what appeared to be life and limb. When the first ones were shipped to the United States in the late 1870s (unlike Europeans, it took a while for Americans to shake off the painful memory of its forebear) the new bicycle both enthralled and terrified Victorian America. Of his own experiences the early bicycling advocate Charles E. Pratt wrote, “It runs, it leaps, it rears and writhes; it is in infinite restless motion, like a bundle of sensitive nerves; it is beneath its rider like a thing of life.”

			The rider was a stratospheric eight feet off the ground, making a first encounter distressingly akin to sitting atop a moving lamppost. Children were particularly endangered. When Major Taylor was first starting to race, the old-timers initiated him by placing him atop the towering Ordinary, then sat back to watch and wait for the expected fall. The pedals were attached to the front wheel, the way they are on a tricycle. Unlike a tricycle, a Sisyphean thrust was required to budge the four-foot-diameter, hard-tired wheel. Brakes were primitive (or nonexistent), and a gentlemanly upright posture made the slightest puff of wind a worthy opponent. Literally and figuratively, a leap of faith was necessary to balance on tiny pedals and grossly dissimilar-sized wheels. The high-wheeler virtually ensured that a stalwart, risk-averse citizen who adored certainty, and for whom dignity was zealously sought in every waking moment, would be monstrously disappointed.

			A technical explanation didn’t alleviate the concern. Wheels, one small, the other enormous, were aligned so that the oversized rim supported the rider’s center of gravity. Once in motion, scientists observed, “the physical forces generated by the rotation of the wheels produced a self steering effect.” The technical term was precession. Perversely, the stabilizing force that kept one upright increased the faster you went. In other words, you had to risk life in the hope of saving it. The high-wheel bicycle, the popular frame design in America prior to 1890, didn’t defy physical law, but it did challenge it.

			Despite these immense challenges, a 19th-century person’s motivation to learn to ride, once sufficiently teased by seeing others in motion, was unparalleled. Buttoned-up, pickled Victorians had too long stifled the pulsing in their chests. They desperately needed an emotional outlet; they wanted to flush their cheeks with color, expand their lungs with air, and swiftly glide from town to town. As a Nickell writer explained, every man was born with some of the “trick instinct.” He meant that there was something innate and unseen, like luxurious black oil beneath the earth’s still granite mantle, that lay untapped in everyone. Soon America seemed hell-bent on probing the great unknown. Thus, there were a multitude of horrible accidents, but also the kind of magnificence and magic the boneshaker never afforded. Wrote H. G. Wells in his fictional narrative of a neophyte’s experience in the English countryside, “[Hoopdriver] wheeled his machine up Putney Hill, and his heart sang within him.” Indeed, hearts sang and bicycles led the lovelorn to the bucolic, the exotic, and reputation-making hero climbs such as Ford Hill in Philadelphia. Those who were previously sedentary and waiting tremulously for the inevitable ravages of illness to overtake them flew into delighted, freewheeling motion. Lightness shone through the bleak day-to-day. Underdogs rejoiced.

			Unlike in the boneshaker era, being a spectator was nearly as fun. In the summer of 1878, the same year both Taylor and McFarland were born, a former shoe manufacturer named Albert Pope launched his Columbia brand—the first American-manufactured high-mount—by sponsoring the country’s first race on American-made bicycles. It was a precocious moment, bicycles being the hoped-for leader of a burgeoning postwar renaissance in physical sports. There was excited talk of the newly addictive “Athletic Impulse,” of the way sports glorified our culture and ennobled the men who gamely partook. A keenness for outdoor sports had emerged, one that made the rising generation “big and lusty and pleasant to look at.” Soon records were being broken: all kinds, all places. Neither foot racers nor most fleet thoroughbreds could compare. In a span of only a few years the mile record, the benchmark for true, life-changing speed, was reduced from six minutes to less than three.

			Pope’s Boston Back Bay velodrome, site of that first American-style bicycle extravaganza, consisted of a planked cycling track inside a mammoth 320-foot-long tent. For several weeks high-wheel racers from Boston and imports from England and France hazarded gale-force winds and bitter Thanksgiving cold, racing distances up to 100 miles on the ten-laps-to-the-mile track. The French champion Charles Terront, an incorrigible ladies’ man, wore snug white flannel knee breeches, blue stockings, and a silk ascot. His English rival quoted Shakespeare and went by the racing nom de guerre “Happy Jack.” There was an American entry—an ancestral link to future racers Major Taylor, Floyd McFarland, and even Lance Armstrong. Unfortunately, he wasn’t deemed important enough to be mentioned by name in the press. Each day they rode with brave, unchecked abandon, their bicycles weighing a thumping thirty pounds.

			Fans warmed to the activity in a way that inspired Pope and his rival manufacturers. They saw the potential of the market and began to ramp up. When the American neophyte hit a pole at a top-end speed of 20 mph, an amused London visitor described the bone-snapping collision as “an aerial flight to Mother Earth via the over-the-handles route.”

			Cycling as an American spectator sport had the necessary toehold.

			         

			LOUIS DE FRANKLIN MUNGER, a young hawk-nosed Detroit lad working in a blind-making factory, was one of the thousands of adventure-seeking American men swept into the craze. He had thick, pugnacious features but soft green eyes and almost aboriginal high cheekbones. Heretofore, the factories were the spectacle of his generation. The massive brick establishments, running along America’s wide riverbanks, were symbols of progress and power and modernization. The shoppy smell of coal and coke choked the air; the homes nearby were blackened with a sooty film. On the factory floor the cacophony of surfacing machines, water pumps, air compressors, hammers, and pneumatic tools made it impossible to hear—the vibration saturated the body and didn’t ever fully dissipate, not even in sleep. Young men such as Munger who had been farmhands, coaxing soft things from a hard earth, were drawn indoors to churn out bales of wire or rivets or some other replicated item in regimented fashion and predictable quantities. They peered into great fires, stamped out molds, and boiled with perspiration from the start of their shift until its conclusion twelve hours later. The hours were fixed, the outcome was known.

			But with the certainty of mass employment and production came the sacrifice of an independent life. The factories felt like prisons, and increasingly young men Munger’s age fantasized about the outside, daydreaming under the small, shut-tight windows that allowed only dabs of fractured light. Munger found himself particularly ill suited to the regimented factory life.

			His father was an Ontario farmer who immigrated to Black Hawk County, Iowa, in 1859. Theodore wed Mary Jane Pattee, and they began their family in Iowa, with Louis born in 1864, amidst the war. Perhaps because of his Dutch pacifist ancestry, Theodore Munger fled the chaos of wartime America, bringing the family back to his native Canada shortly after Louis’s birth.

			The Mungers joined a rich and growing collection of exiles in southern Ontario, just across the Detroit River and the U.S. boundary. They included fugitive slaves, former British loyalists, displaced Native Americans, and the most recent exiles, the Civil War runaways and conscientious objectors. For the first ten years of his life, Birdie Munger grew up in a tolerant, diverse, and unusually democratic part of the world. A third of Colchester, one of Ontario’s southernmost towns, consisted of black settlers. They’d come from Kentucky and points south, Colchester being the first cross-border stop on the Underground Railroad. In the distinctly egalitarian environs, the black settlers excelled, producing a slew of formidable achievers.

			Theodore, a part-time inventor, and Mary brought their five children back to Detroit, where Theodore took work in the state patent office. A young boy such as Louis would have been exposed to one of the most dynamic eras in American ingenuity. In the time after the Civil War the entrepreneurial urge to create was seemingly infinite. There was the telephone, incandescent light, and Coca-Cola. Among the many successful, World’s Fair–bound items that passed across Theodore Munger’s desk were those of Elijah McCoy, a famous inventor who lived in the area. McCoy was awarded seventy patents, his most famous being a lubricating mechanism that prevented steam engines from overheating. Anywhere but the oddly color-blind border region between Ontario and Michigan, McCoy would’ve stood out for another reason, too: he was black.

			What Birdie Munger kept with him on those long shuttered days in the factory was a sense that anyone, including himself, could do anything. Years later, when he met Taylor, began to coach him, hired him to work for his bicycle-frame-making company in Indianapolis, and then began to brag about him as a prospective world champion, it was as if he was foolishly naive and didn’t understand the harsh, racially tinted lens through which all of America seemed to be staring—and he didn’t. He was from a much different part of the world, a mere few miles from the border that divided Canada from the United States but an incalculable distance away from the notion that a black man was born inferior to a white one. And he was an inventor’s son. Inventors saw what was in front of them, not what was around them. What was in front of inventors, the greatest invention of the moment in a land suddenly teeming with them, was the bicycle. Given his young age, he wasn’t ready to build them yet—but he did desperately want to race.

			Early American bicycle racers such as Munger were a special breed. They lived and breathed bicycles, a small, ardent community of bachelors who would do anything to go faster and go anywhere to race. They were the spiritual ancestors to dragsters, supersonic pilots, free-falling BASE jumpers. It was like what Tom Wolfe wrote about Chuck Yeager and the first test pilots: “A fighter pilot soon found he wanted to associate only with other fighter pilots. Who else could understand the nature of the little proposition they were all dealing with? And what other subject could compare with it? So the pilot kept it to himself, along with an even more indescribable…an even more sinfully inconfessable…feeling of superiority, appropriate to him and to his kind, lone bearers of the right stuff.”

			They were doing what they loved—an indulgence, perhaps, yet irresistible—stepping into a delicious world stripped of everything but the moment-to-moment pursuit of a tingly feeling: how to make wheels spin like marbles on a slick gymnasium floor, or how to master the elemental forces so that riding a bike felt like plunging out of the sky, free-falling with both abandon and control, like an eagle dropping through the middle of a steep thermal. The feeling they craved was a descent, but the direction they had to move was across the earth, in touch with the nubby land and all the other elements that conspired to cause slowness. Out of necessity the builders of bikes were racers—who, after all, knew more about speed or wanted more from speed than they did? George Hendee, a rival of Munger’s, built a fast bicycle in his Springfield, Massachusetts, shop, then later a faster motorcycle, the fabled Indian. Almost all the pioneers, Munger included, were so consumed with generating speed that the bicycle proved to be only an intermediary step—almost in unison they moved on to motorcycles, then automobiles, and finally airplanes, where they no longer had to deal with the burden of speed-scrubbing Mother Earth.

			Munger had ridden a wheel less than two months when he competed in the championship contests at the Detroit Bicycle Club and won every event. The victories literally gave him flight, away from the factory and the crippling family grief that came when his youngest sister, Theodorea, died before her first birthday. As the oldest male sibling, Louis felt an almost parental pang. Racing was an emotional release.

			He wasn’t a gifted rider, but he seemingly never tired of cranking the pedals. “He had a great habit in his races of taking dangerous headers and then winning the events,” marveled a columnist for the Boston Globe in November 1885. That same year, after driving rain and a collision with a horse team aborted two earlier attempts in Boston, the twenty-two-year-old rode 259 miles over twenty-four hours, a new American endurance record. (Munger would’ve bested the 265-mile world record but for his accumulated injuries, which left him banged up and operating at half strength. He said he was afraid to even dismount the bike because he didn’t think he’d have the strength to get back on.)

			In 1886 Munger shipped himself out to San Francisco and rode his high-wheeler back to New York in an attempt to outdo the Englishman Thomas Stevens’s cross-country record from two years earlier and become the first American transcontinental rider. Like seemingly the rest of America, he had read about Stevens’s journey “over the Sierras, through the snow sheds, and across the great desert.” Munger wasn’t as poetic in describing his ordeal. “It was largely a hike,” he confessed years later, though he did gamely try. Following the newly installed Santa Fe line, he removed his rear wheel and rode long stretches on a single wheel. Other times he tried to skirt the margins of canals, sometimes with success, sometimes slip-sliding off the crumbling clay banks into the blue-black water. He reached New York City in 111 days, only seven more than it had taken Stevens, but because he failed to overtake the Englishman his adventure was almost entirely unnoticed. Being the first American to cross the continent didn’t seem to matter; he wasn’t the fastest.

			When he returned he spent the next five years obscurely crisscrossing the country, setting long-distance records in Canada, Boston, Chicago, Indianapolis, and Clarkesville, Missouri. In Columbus, Georgia, he lowered the 50-mile record by seven minutes, finishing in 3:27:34. A year later at the St. Charles Avenue Asphalt Roadway in New Orleans, he slashed five minutes from the 25-mile record. By the turn of the decade he was arguably the best endurance high-wheel racer in the United States—a “rattling good wheelman” whose crashes and daring attacks made him an overwhelming crowd favorite and a man newspapermen fawned over.

			Munger loved it all—not to mention the Ordinary itself. To master such an intimidating contraption was an act of machismo that told the world something about who you were—brave, yes; headstrong, certainly; and incorrigibly, irreconcilably eligible. If there had been a popular magazine that attempted to pinpoint the men who were the most desirable to the opposite sex, the men atop the list would’ve certainly included someone like Munger, someone who rode and raced the brakeless, peril-be-damned high-wheeler.
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			Louis de Franklin “Birdie” Munger, the old high-wheel racer, master bicycle builder, and Taylor mentor, in an undated portrait. Source: From the Collection of the Indiana State Museum and Historic Sites
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			THE HIGH-WHEELER, HOWEVER, began to show signs of waning popularity by the end of the 1880s. The fad was losing steam, as it were. And even the racers began to get frustrated with the performance limits of the heavy-duty frame design. Top-end speeds were reached, and when they were, both the crowds and the racers grew increasingly bored.

			Moreover, the high-wheeler, so sleek and speedy on the track, was no match for America’s roads. In spring they were quagmires, in summer dust bowls. Even the congressionally funded National Road, the main east-west artery, had been abandoned with the advent of the railroads, thus leaving behind frost heaves, chuckholes, and a long string of ghost inns. Wagon travelers called the rutted, unpaved rural roads “gutshakers.”

			Intrepid cyclists busted forks, folded wheels, and savaged poor exposed heads. The average rider broke down so often he was required to bring an anchorlike tool kit almost as heavy as the bike itself. The same roads that had done in the boneshaker doubly did in the giraffe-like Ordinary. The English champion F. J. Osmond, the beneficiary of the world’s greatest roads in what he reminded Americans was the world’s greatest civilized nation, returned from a month of racing in the States riddled with saddle sores and groaning, “I never saw worse roads anywhere.”

			Munger might have been the best example of the human damage America’s roads could exact. In 1893, at the dawn of a new age in racing, he arrived for a week’s worth of competition at the World’s Columbian Exposition in Chicago, dreaming of a record-breaking bonanza. He was still popular among racing fans, a warrior competitor with an easy-to-feel-for tough-luck streak. In a ceremonial cross-country relay event just prior to the race, he and several other riders set a new mark for the Boston-to-Chicago section, but Munger was one of the team’s casualties, suffering internal injuries when he collided with a team of horses in Hammond, Indiana. The fact that he elected to race despite the setback only embossed his ironman reputation. It didn’t seem to fully occur to him that he was no longer twenty-one but rather thirty, possessing the bruised and battered body of a much older man. As the ten-year veteran of twenty-four-hour road races, 100-mile time trials, and a cross-country adventure lasting a Lewis-and-Clark-like 111 days, structurally he mirrored the roads of Boston, St. Louis, and godforsaken New Mexico—a mess.

			At the 1893 Chicago World’s Fair, in a championship field “unparalleled in the history of cycling,” Munger faced the stern reality that he was finished. In the 60-mile international championships he didn’t qualify. In the mile tandem at Washington Park his partner, Frank Waller, called for a final kick in the last lap, but Munger had nothing. A pair of unheralded cyclists from Buffalo won going away. Perversely, Munger had saved his most anemic and disheartening performance for last. As the high-wheel bicycle faded into oblivion it took almost every one of its pioneer racers with it, most notably Munger. He was a victim of speed in its purest, most literal form—the jarring pace of a wheel over rotten road—and, nearly as devastating, of the speed with which things changed in America. His timing was just a little off. He had missed the golden age of his sport by the most slender of margins.

			         

			AN ALTOGETHER NEW BICYCLE design hastened the high-mount’s demise. It emerged in Coventry, England, crossed the Atlantic, and arrived in dozens of cheering American cities like a lifesaving miracle tonic. Its coming had been whispered over for years, the earliest looks coming at the big annual bicycle trade shows in Boston, New York, and Chicago where the latest cycling innovations were introduced to tens of thousands of spectators, then keenly relayed to a clamoring public in the newspapers and the dozens of national bicycle journals such as the Wheel, Wheelmen’s Gazette, and Wheelmen Illustrated (to name but a few). An early report called the design especially welcome for those who “don’t want to get their craniums cracked.”

			The modern “safety” bicycle was nothing like the high-wheeler. It looked, well, rideable. The first unveiling in the mid-1880s drew mixed interest, but by 1890, when the so-called low-mount first appeared at Britain’s Stanley trade show with smooth, soft pneumatic tires, the slow-burning love affair was finally consummated. The titillated Indianapolis public was so agog at the prospect of joining the fun that they packed Tomlinson Hall, the city’s largest, to get a first glimpse. The scene was duplicated in a half dozen other U.S. cities, including Floyd McFarland’s hometown of San Jose, California. Viewed side by side, the two bicycles were the difference between a caravel and a sleek steamship. The “safety” had two wheels about the same size, a chain-based rear-wheel drive, and a linear diamond-shaped frame that felt more like mounting a low stool than a lamppost.

			The chain innovation enabled inventors to try a more normal-sized wheel, since speed was determined not by the wheel’s diameter but by the gears at the axle of the rear wheel. J. K. Starling, a machinist in Coventry, was looking for a happy medium between the velocipede of old, which was easy to balance and mount, and the high-wheeler, which provided a discernable mechanical advantage but at a difficult-to-swallow risk. His one stumbling point, solid inch-thick rubber tires and stunted spokes that radiated bumps up through the legs and spine, was solved within a few years when the Irishman John Dunlop, a veterinary surgeon, drummed up a solution. As the story goes, he took a piece of rubber hose, filled it with compressed air, and glued it to his son’s tricycle. The pneumatic tube, ensuring a faster and more cushioned ride, went into production shortly thereafter. For the same effort, on the same bike, a racer on pneumatic tubes went about a third faster. “If you want to come as near to flying as we are likely to get in this generation, learn to ride a pneumatic bicycle,’” cheered a Scribner’s writer.

			The combination of Starling’s and Dunlop’s creations, first paired together in Rover’s 1890 model, was something special: comfortably undiluted speed. When an American and European community of mechanics began tinkering even more—trimming off excess weight, adding more speed-producing gears, experimenting with the geometry of frames and forks, creating round, expertly machined ball bearings to keep wheels rotating without friction or wobble—the result was a true racing bicycle capable, it seemed, of almost anything. Speed records fell at a faster rate than ever before. Britain’s W. C. Jones reduced the mile mark another ten seconds, and he and others were now contemplating the once unthinkable: the 2-minute barrier.

			In the days of the high-mount, young American boys Taylor and McFarland’s age had fantasized of a future in trick riding. Every boy did. A cartoon at the time depicts a grade-schooler contemplating a career either fighting hatchet-wielding Indians or performing acrobatic stunts on the bicycle. Trick riding, in the absence of fast roads and swift, lightweight bikes, was the most adventurous and interesting thing on two wheels. But now the thing was speed, and in the places where Taylor and McFarland grew up—each claimed the nickname “Speed City”—it had finally come of age. The world, and the United States especially, was ready to explore new boundaries.

			The quest for speed would soon consume everyone and everything. Darkness was falling to light, with incandescent bulbs—“little spoonfuls of captured sunshine,” a 19th-century writer observed—strung from coast to coast. New tabulating machines reduced the tedious census process from years to months. America was seeing a faster, more accurate picture of itself than ever before. The race was on.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			Flight

			NOVEMBER 1878
 NORTH INDIANAPOLIS, INDIANA

			It is poor economic policy to spoil a good machinist to make a poor coachman, or to force a natural born compositor into a table waiter.

			—The Freeman,
 ON LATE-19TH-CENTURY
 DISCRIMINATORY PRACTICES IN INDIANAPOLIS

			IN THE EARLY 1870S GILBERT TAYLOR, his wife, Saphronia, and their three toddler-aged children, Lizzie, Alice, and William, got moving. They crossed from the Kentucky side of the Ohio River—the broad dusky river course that had long separated slavery and liberty—and joined the steady stream of travelers pouring into Indiana along the northward Michigan Road. The Taylors stopped in Indianapolis, where a new skyline of smokestacks rose from beside the White River. The wind-bent columns of acrid black smoke spilled out like a totem of hope.

			Most of the black migrants settled on the West Side or in Bucktown, but those with a small stake headed for North Indianapolis, where a newly platted grid of farms was bounded by the incomplete Central Canal and Michigan Road. Most of the black farms were small, about fifty acres on average, while the typical farm worked by a white man was nearly twice as large. The smooth towpath along the canal, a popular cycling route in the years to come, meant they could easily haul produce to the city; the canal itself, though unconnected and only eight miles long, was a local avenue of commerce and recreation. Ice was packed out in the winter, smallmouth bass in the summer.

			The promise that the canal would someday be finished brought the beltway railroad and major industry; roads were proudly named for Paris, Berlin, and London. Near the skyline of White River smokestacks, along Addison and Udell, the modest beginnings of a downtown sprouted up: grocers, shoemakers, and barbers put up shingles. Members of a pioneer “prayer band” gathered in one another’s homes each Sunday, praying hard for their own church and a full-time pastor to guide them.

			But the growth sputtered. Against the heaving national markets, the speculators who had seized on the promise of Indianapolis raced for cover. Panic struck. Men and their families were shaken off the farmland before they’d even gotten a chance to dig in. They flooded downtown and took the jobs they could get. Like dozens of other independent black farmers and laborers from North Indianapolis, Gilbert Taylor took a job as a coachman servicing a rich white railroad family.

			His wartime dream of being his own boss had failed. His ambition never again approached what it had been the day he came to Indianapolis, and perhaps he regretted his decision to push the family north in the first place. A satirical cover illustration in Harper’s Weekly gave an inkling of Gilbert Taylor’s broken faith. Under the headline “Out of Sight, Out of Mind,” the drawing shows a bundled coachman shivering on a windy, wintry evening as he awaits his missus’ return. “I’ll give you a quarter to go in that house and tell the Lady the Chimneys on Fire,” the coachman tells a stable boy. “My missus has been there for Two Hours, talking Scandal, and I’m most Froze to Death!”

			         

			MARSHALL WALTER TAYLOR was born November 26, 1878, an entrance made notable by its nearness to Thanksgiving and the light-swallowing, ink-black fullness of his skin. At the time the family was still working on their stake, not at the service of others. Within weeks Thomas Alva Edison announced to a stunned nation that he would, in six weeks’ time, be bringing electric lights into their darkened homes. He had solved the greatest problem of the 19th century, producing a clean, white household light that wouldn’t asphyxiate or explode or grime a bassinet with pitchy residue. The faith in the Wizard of Menlo Park, and in miracles in general, was such that the bottom dropped out of the gas market the next day. The Gilded Age, in a phosphorescent shower of pinging subatomic particles, came into view. An extraordinary time was about to dawn.

			To a struggling family, Taylor’s birth was connected, in a diffuse way, to the same enrapturing elemental force. He was the first Taylor child born in the North, what the old Negro spirituals saw as the territory of light. Gilbert and Saphronia, conversely, were products of the slave South. At midcentury their native Louisville had been a slave trade hub, rivaling New Orleans in economic importance to the South. Kentucky became a Union state, but in the deal that brought it to the Northern side President Lincoln agreed to exempt it from the Emancipation Proclamation. Slavery was legally permissible throughout the Civil War. In Louisville, a large percentage of the black population didn’t gain their freedom until long after their brethren from neighboring states. That portion of the city’s population never appeared in the city or state’s official records. No marriage certificates and no census information were kept for them. Many of those who served in the Union army, such as Gilbert Taylor, went officially unrecognized toward the end of the war when freedom-seeking blacks enlisted in overwhelming, poorly accounted numbers. They were effectively nonexistent except in the Jefferson County tax rolls, where a column enumerated each landowner’s total number of slaves.

			Like the estimated quarter million black slaves in antebellum Kentucky, the Taylors left nothing on paper to recognize them as something other than property. Some years later the French impressionist Edgar Degas would describe blacks in late-19th-century modernist Paris as “walking silhouettes, forests of ebony.” He meant his words to describe a kind of loneliness—the same terrifying anonymity that haunted southern-born blacks such as the Taylors.

			The first official recognition of the family wouldn’t come until after the war and the 1870 federal census. “Cannot read” was a box checked for both of Taylor’s parents. Taylor said he was the grandson of slaves, but a well-regarded scholar at the Filson Historical Society in Louisville believes, after a review of the pertinent family documents, that he was more likely the son of them. Years later Taylor told a French reporter that his mother and father’s ancestors came from the notorious West African slave trading empires of Dahomey and Senegal. The largest numbers of slaves transported to North America were brought over in the early 1800s. It’s conceivable his ancestors earned their freedom from a kindly Virginia cotton farmer or the rare Kentucky abolitionist, just not probable.

			It wouldn’t have been unusual for Taylor to choose to obscure his family background. Like many men of his time, he feared he was diminished by his heritage, ashamed that his father wasn’t in the records as one of Louisville’s free coloreds. For the rest of his career Taylor seemed to be making up for what his father never had—a written history, a record that everybody from the town clerk to the president of the United States would remember.

			Taylor’s birth was followed in quick succession by those of three sisters and two brothers. He stayed close to his deeply religious Baptist mother, in part because he did what she did—take care of the children. “He was one of the fathers to his big family, and an excellent one he made,” a family friend remembered. The “northern” half of the brood, including a lamed brother, were his responsibility. Years later his personal notebooks would be filled with lists of the gifts and cash he sent home: pairs of shoes for his younger brother John and younger sisters Eva and Gertie, a $25 railroad fare to Alice, and $55 for the family before Christmas.

			A North Indianapolis grade school teacher recalled Taylor’s sisters and a younger brother but not Marshall. For much of the time the Taylors were forced to survive like sharecroppers, shuttling between a series of temporary addresses up and down Michigan Road, the city’s north-south artery. “My parents were poor,” he once said. “All we had was just what we needed.”

			His mother couldn’t provide much in the way of material things, but she instilled in him the unapologetic rules of Christendom, the hard boundaries of his future race. As a young boy he was introduced to the idea that life was a contest of stamina in a race against sin. He would lose, he knew that, but there was fairness in the evangelical dictum, with punishment in the hereafter applied equally to white and black sinners. There was no qualifier, no fuzzy scorekeeping, no gray line. There were winners and losers. In the North Indianapolis shanties where dimly lit living rooms were regularly transformed into makeshift churches, Taylor’s extraordinary future philosophy began to form. As he once said in the lead-up to his duel against Floyd McFarland, “All to the winner, nothing to the loser.”

			His mother’s influence, always forceful, grew stronger through each stage of Taylor’s development. The older he got the more he sought her counsel and the harder he worked to bring the family around him the way it once had centered on her. In his racing prime at least three family members would come to live with him either in the Boston area or in the home he purchased for cash in Worcester—his oldest brother, William, his youngest sister, Gertrude, and his aging father, Gilbert. He was the sun, they cold planets drawing strength and stability from his heat. Rather extraordinarily, he kept a rein on them all: his lamed brother, John; his widowed sisters, Alice and Lizzie; his day-laboring father.

			His old scrapbooks, preserved at the Indiana State Museum, are dotted with a tantalizing but incomplete trail of his longing. There are clipped obituaries about former slaves who rose to greatness, about the ships that carried still more slaves but disappeared into the bottom of the ocean, about the native Maoris of New Zealand. “You will remember,” he wrote a friend, “that this country was first inhabited by a colored race who are a beautiful race.” On the border of those pages, and especially where there were blank yellowing gaps, there is the careful brushwork of a delicate female hand, that of the mysterious woman who would come along and change everything. Daisy Victoria Morris painstakingly inserted her drawings, soft flowing landscapes and patches of spring wildflowers, in a way that suggested she recognized the book’s pattern, too. It was as if, as he was traveling around the world in the early 1900s, he was looking for something: a clue to the people who had delivered him and the mother who raised him, proof he wasn’t alone but part of something bigger—an unbroken family, a resilient tribe, an indefatigable movement.

			The people who filled his mother’s home on Sunday, the southern-born Baptists who were too poor to build their own church, would’ve been a welcome sight to a young boy. The problem was something he never told Saphronia Taylor or anyone else about: a feeling of fierce superiority that sometimes came over him, anointing him when he played tag or raced on foot against the boys in the neighborhood. He had a jump, anybody could see that. There was a jolt and a dash of inexplicable power, as if he were wearing one of Edison’s toy electrical belts or was one of the senators at the Capitol who in the course of a burden-filled day descended to the basement to stick his hand in a machine that dispensed a low-voltage pick-me-up.

			Major Taylor’s late-19th-century world wished to feel alive, to speed up, to sizzle. A few fortunate sons were blessed with the feeling.

			         

			BY THE 1880S THERE WERE, IT SEEMED, TWO types of people in Indianapolis—railroad men and everyone else. Unlike the other, the former had ample reason to believe anything was possible. Gilbert Taylor’s new boss, Albert Southard, was a railroad man.

			He was superintendent for the Indianapolis, Peru, and Chicago line, a hugely successful enterprise started by his uncle, the beloved Hoosier pioneer David Macy. Macy and Southard oversaw IP&C’s growth from a small line to a major regional rail line linking Lake Michigan, the Erie Canal, and Indianapolis. On its freight cars came the lumber that planked downtown streets and drove the city’s post–Civil War building boom. He was one of the richest men in Indianapolis in the business that put the city on the map.

			He and his kind had produced a city from scratch, transforming a landlocked place full of stumps, ironweed, and topography as flat as your hand into a crucial hub in the most advanced transportation network the world had ever seen. In a country built upon rivers and oceans, Indianapolis was a new urban species. In 1888, some sixteen lines centered in Indianapolis; 116 trains arrived and departed daily. Goods came from every major city in the country, making Indianapolis, with nothing more than its shrewd midstate location and lattices of steel rail, the city of the future.

			Where the railroad men’s vision ended was where the large numbers of blacks in their nearly perfect city began. The growing constituency of Bucktown, West Side, and North Indianapolis unsettled the grand plan, the perfect grid. Indianapolis’ post–Civil War black population had ballooned, expanding from a mere 500 residents in 1860 to 6,500 in 1880. At the downtown YMCA, which offered working-class Christians a pool, a gym, and the kind of morally upstanding atmosphere

			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	
		
			To Patty, Celia, and Henry
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