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Preface

T here are so many folks in this world with the potential to do great 
things, but only a small percentage of  people find themselves in the 
right circumstances to achieve the highest levels of  success. Much like 
Major Taylor, “a freak of  fate” set me on a path that I could not deny 

was for me, and the instant gratification of  early successes lit a fire in me that has 
yet to be extinguished.

It all started when I was living in Brooklyn and finally coming around the idea 
of  getting into road racing. I was trying to find the necessary gear, but I didn’t have 
a ton of  money. I saw a Facebook post for f ree cycling shoes and in the process 
made the acquaintance of  William Montgomery, a prominent Black cyclist and 
experienced road racer in New York City. Beyond hooking me up with a free pair of  
shoes, Montgomery saw how excited I was about getting into road racing, offered to 
coach me, and helped me find a road bike. Although I’d barely done any road racing, 
he convinced me to show up to the state championships because he thought I would 
have fun. He also told me if  I won, I’d get a free shirt! Without his enthusiasm and 
support, I would never have gone to that race, won that championship jersey, or set 
my sights on the Women’s World Tour—achieving my goal of  becoming the first 
African American woman professional road cyclist. 

Since that race, it was an incredibly long journey to my first World Tour 
contract. One thing that really struck me when I first started racing was the lack of  
representation for women of  color in the peloton. I was determined to forge a path 
not just for myself  but for other women of  color who might stumble into the sport. 
After my first season of  racing, I was struggling to figure out what direction to go in 
when I learned about a mentorship program started by professional bike racer, Amber 
Pierce. She was partnering aspiring professional athletes with current professional 
athletes. Amber has been an incredible resource of  knowledge and information for 
me over the years, and it was through her that I met several professional cyclists that 
I could trust to help guide me when I found myself  lost. 

I was also fortunate to befriend Randy Locklair, another NYC local who was 
determined to support women’s racing. I pitched the idea of  traveling and racing 
around the US in the summer of  2016. Not only did he help fund the entire thing, 
he helped me design the beginnings of  the A Quick Brown Fox brand and assisted 
me in finding equipment sponsors. He supported me with his money, his time, and 
his word, which gave me legitimacy in the eyes of  sponsors I wouldn’t have had on 
my own. I would continue to race anywhere and everywhere I could for about six 
years untiI I found myself  in the right circles with the right people. Gradually, with 
the right combination of  results and networking, I made it to the WorldTour in 2022 
as a rider for Liv Racing Xstra.

Major Taylor also benefited f rom having a supportive inner circle of  co-
conspirators that encouraged him early on and told him what he needed to hear 
in order for him to set and achieve big goals. These folks had his back in ways that 
allowed him to navigate obstacles with both the resources necessary to compete and 
in finding the connections and opportunities that allowed him to keep progressing. 



I appreciate that Taylor also saw the necessity in always being a good sport yet 
managed to maintain a set of  non-negotiable principles. I feel this deeply in my soul 
in that there are just some things that cannot be compromised. By being unwilling 
to accept punishment for choosing not to be bullied by racist competitors, racist 
promoters, and other racist community members, he set a foundation for folks like 
me to build upon for the next generation. Oftentimes, Black people are taught to 
stay in our place and accept responsibility for some fictional inherent inferiority that 
comes with being Black. Taylor knew this was ridiculous over a century ago, and I’m 
glad he did. 

We both faced many challenges and transgressions in our careers, some because 
of  our race and some not. Without a close network of  folks who truly believed in us, 
neither of  us would have made it as far as we were able to. 

Most important, in my opinion, is that Taylor understood the value in paying 
it forward and sharing his wisdom and knowledge with aspiring up-and-comers. If  
there is anything I hope folks take away f rom this story, it is that it was a fairly 
consistent stream of  support and opportunity that kept him going.

Taylor’s talent and hard work are a given, and inspiring to read about, but what’s 
essential for all of  us to remember is that none of  our stories can, or do, happen in a 
vacuum. We must cultivate and contribute to communities of  support, mentorship, 
and allyship—how else will we ever show the world what we can do?

—Ayesha Rosena Anna McGowan, 
Professional Road Racing Cyclist, Activist, and Advocate



Introduction: Major Taylor’s Centuries

T he movie opens with the sounds of  cheering and a black screen. A 
caption appears: Madison Square Garden, Winter 1896. Then the 
picture begins, and we see the wooden ellipse of  a bicycle track laid out 
around the perimeter of  the show f loor. Seating climbs the walls, and 

naked bulbs line the soaring rafters. Pennants, f lags, and ads for bicycle businesses 
hang overhead. People in fine clothes fill the stands. A young man, racing clothes 
hugging a physique molded by years of  relentless training, enters the track on his 
wheel. It’s the half-mile handicap race. Our protagonist is eighteen years old and a 
well-known rider in this era when bicycle racing is a serious spectator sport in the 
United States. He is a five-year veteran of  the amateur racing circuit, which is wired 
against him. Not because he lacks skill, dedication, or spirit but because Major Taylor 
is a Black man. Jealousy and contempt from white riders and their backers chase him 
in every race—but they do not keep him from the two hundred dollar prize today. 
He wires the money home to his mother in Indianapolis. 

Scenes like this are just made for cinema, aren’t they? Yet the racism that shaped 
our twentieth-century media machines limited the kinds of  stories that could be told 
in widely-distributed books and movies, instead giving us truckloads of  narratives 
following white men on quests to satisfy their egos or libidos. There is a surplus 
of  all the Others’ stories—and then there are those stories that were recorded but 
shamefully ignored and those that can only be recovered through research. Major 
Taylor’s story is in the former category: he knew his story was worth telling, so he 
wrote it down. 

When Taylor’s memoir was ready to share in 1928, either no publisher was 
interested or he chose not to seek one, and he self  published the book. It has 
languished for nearly a century, mostly circulated among cycling enthusiasts. Taylor’s 
sport had long been out of  the spotlight in the U.S. by 1928. Velodromes and racing 
tracks had disappeared, and this country’s obsession with the automobile made the 
bicycle a lot more accessible—but decidedly second-class. But there’s no griping about 
the loss of  cheering audiences in his book. Instead, he shares an American tale about 
a boy from a working family in Indianapolis. Hardscrabble roots? Check. Unexpected 
boost from a wealthy protector? Check. Finding a passion and working his tail off  
to succeed against the odds? Yup. Yet because he was a Black man, Taylor faced 
challenges that the white readers of  Horatio Alger and other writers of  bootstraps 
stories would have been conditioned to ignore.

His wealthy protectors were the parents of  a white child who effectively rented 
little Marshall as a playmate for their son. This arrangement introduced the bicycle, 
considered a gentleman’s toy, into a Black boy’s late nineteenth-century story. The 
odds against Taylor were stacked by white people who first mocked him for riding 
a bicycle and then for being better at it than every other racer. There was nothing 
fair or sportsmanlike about the menacing threat of  physical harm that snapped at 
Taylor’s heels. To Taylor, his story “proves to the world…that there are positively 
no mental, physical, moral or other attainments too lofty for a Negro to accomplish 
if  granted a fair and equal opportunity.” He used his exceptional talent to argue for 
the ordinary humanity of  his maligned people. Bicycle racing happened to be the 
medium through which Taylor argued that any Black person has similar potential 
for excellence.



I learned about Major Taylor around 2011, a pivotal year for my own thinking 
about bicycles and race (my specialty). By then, bicycles had made a resurgence for 
some of  us: the wheel was decades into being a symbol of  a human-scaled future, an 
antidote to the poison of  myriad industrial complexes. It was the fun machine that 
messengers use to dance through traffic in alleycat races and the center of  Critical 
Mass rides across the world. In my city, Los Angeles, the bicycle was at the center of  
city night rides bringing together all kinds of  people for what academics like me call 
f lânerie (urban exploration). The bicycle, in 2011, was also a poor man’s vehicle, with 
frames and parts piled up next to makeshift homes under freeway overpasses, though 
its image was already undergoing gentrification by this time. I’d been participating 
in bicycle projects as an anthropologist for three years by then, and I was starting to 
grasp how bicycle movements tend to express racial and class segregation more than 
they disrupt it.

Then, in the winter of  2011, I moved to the Pacific Northwest, and in the dark, 
rainy days, I grasped that those we don’t see in our present are absent f rom the 
past we imagine and the future we plan. I missed the Latinx vibe that had been part 
of  L.A.’s multiracial bike scenes, since it shapes so much public space in Southern 
California. Up north, I felt out of  place as a mixed-race woman whose Indigenous 
Mexican genes show up more clearly than the European ones. On nostalgic bike 
rides, white people dressed for Major Taylor’s glory days, reinventing the 1890s as a 
golden age of  bicycling before the auto industry destroyed egalitarian streets, never 
mind the racism that lived and breathed in the era of  separate but equal. Taylor 
writes about the fear that rode alongside him as he pedaled a lonely stretch of  race 
road, suddenly aware of  his vulnerability. He couldn’t count on the protection of  
racing institutions such as the League of  American Wheelmen, which barred Black 
members in 1896. This was cycling in the 1890s. 

I started writing online about the contradictions I saw and learned that some 
white cycling enthusiasts felt compelled to silence people of  color who spoke about 
the racism they encountered on bikes and in bike spaces. In Seattle and Portland, 
I found established bicycle cultures whose practitioners were deeply invested in 
proselytizing bicycle gospel to the whole country but who had little interest in 
hearing truth that contradicted their white worldviews. I was obsessed with shifting 
our transportation habits, too, but they told me I was a troublemaker for narrating 
the relationships I saw between how we move and our racialized power divides. 
Without recognizing the toll it took on me, I started to feel embattled.

The anxiety was instructive, though. Away from the multiracial Chicano and 
Asian-Am culture of  Southern California, it was easier for me to witness the exclusion 
of  Black communities from white spaces. Black bicycle realities get distorted through 
a white savior lens; middle-class Black individuals’ reluctance to ride bicycles, 
exposed, through whitening neighborhoods policed by white supremacist cops, is 
pathologized as something white planners could and should fix through pressuring 
transportation agencies and elected officials to adopt Northern European street 
designs such as separated bike lanes. The utility of  these infrastructure designs get 
obscured when they become symbols of  white cluelessness, of  willful denial of  all 
the other factors that put white people on top in public space. Many white people 
are trained not to see the work they demand of  non-whites to hold them up; even 
the ones who go to planning school to study infrastructure ignore the segregationist 
underpinnings to their city ideals. 



In 2013, Hamzat Sani and Carolyn Szczepanski brought me into contact with 
the League of  American Bicyclists, the successor organization to the League of  
American Wheelmen that figured into Taylor’s 1890s story. White supporters had 
considered this organization important enough to revive multiple times over the 
twentieth century, so that it brought its racist legacy into the twenty-first. They lifted 
the color bar officially in 1999, more than a century after their membership voted 
to put it in place. The organization felt too hostile, so I moved away from it with 
others and created a space for mobility justice, focusing on the unsafeties such as 
what Taylor experienced, as a man treated like a subhuman by white supremacists. 
These unsafeties plague all kinds of  mobilities, not just bicycling; the immobility of  
non-white refugees forced f rom home by war and hunger; the immobility of  so, 
so many Black and brown bodies held in cages; the forced mobility of  families who 
cannot remain in place as gentrification puts their neighborhoods into the hands of  
people who benefited from the racialized wealth gap that white supremacy created 
and still upholds.

I got to tell my story in a 2018 book, Bicycle / Race, and I have been invited to 
speak on these topics in many cities. I feel like my space to speak as a witness should 
get smaller so that the space for others to speak from experience can expand. Case in 
point: I don’t navigate the world in a Black body. I’ve mapped Taylor’s early separation 
from his own family and placement in a wealthy white child’s nursery onto my own 
mestizaje, guessing at some of  the complicated ways he must have felt. When I read 
Taylor’s memoir, analytical words like “gaslighting” and “codeswitching” come to 
mind. His experiences of  being desired yet disrespected provoke mental outrage 
emojis. Like in 1898 at Cape Girardeau, Missouri, where a hotelier and race organizer 
lured him under false promises of  equal treatment. When Taylor was barred from 
staying at the hotel lodging the white racers, he decided to leave town. The race 
organizers stopped him on a train platform and threatened to get him thrown out of  
racing if  he did not compete in their event. (Taylor got on the train anyway.) Or how 
in that same year, the Cycling Gazette noted that, “It is, of  course, a degradation 
for a white man to contest any point with a Negro. It is even worse than that, and 
becomes an absolute grief  and social disaster when the Negro persistently wins out 
in the competitions.” I relate to Taylor’s memoir as an example of  a phenomenon 
I have witnessed and narrated, not as my own story and scars. I think the time has 
come, though, that we should all be able to recognize the hostilities he navigated as a 
Black human being, whether we have faced them or not. As fellow travelers or allies, 
let’s make visible the hate f lung his way and appreciate that Taylor still won the day. 

The Fastest Bicycle Rider in the World should have been a victory lap, but 
no matter how fast he rode, Major Taylor couldn’t escape what he called “that color 
business.” Because of  this, the memoir often sounds like a quest to prove that he 
really did win all those races, that he really was that great. I don’t know what path the 
movie would take through Major Taylor’s life, because this would need to be a Black-
written, Black-directed, Black-produced film. Lived experience matters in creating a 
sensitive representation of  tragedy and triumph. I just know that it’s time to affirm 
what Taylor experienced. Until 2024, we’re in what the U.N. named the International 
Decade for People of  Black Descent. Decade, heck— let’s go for a Black century.

—Adonia Lugo, Urban Anthropologist and Mobility Justice Strategist
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