


26Early American Motorcycles  |  Education Program
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The Flying Merkel Model 470  1914 
The Miami Cycle & Manufacturing Company
Middletown, Ohio 
Courtesy of Wes Allen
L2020.2302.003

Two riders on a Flying Merkel Twin  c. 1911
anonymous lender
R2020.2313.001
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The San Francisco Motorcycle Club
Motorcycle clubs organize rides, races, endurance runs, and 
other social events. The Alpha Motorcycle Club of Brooklyn, 
New York, formed in March 1902 as the first motorcycle club 
in the United States. Soon thereafter, the Pacific Coast Motor 
Bicycle Club organized in San Francisco as the first motorcycle 
club on the West Coast. In October 1904, the San Francisco 
Motorcycle Club (SFMC) was founded by bicycle racer and 
Indian motorcycle dealer C.C. “Daddy” Hopkins (1859–1948) 
and other members of the Pacific Coast club who decided 
to start their own organization.  

The SFMC planned races, weekend tours, and on the 
evening of April 17th, 1906, they held a dance at their new 
meeting hall on Jefferson Square in downtown San 
Francisco. Early the next morning, the Great San Francisco 
Earthquake and ensuing fire devastated the city. The SFMC 
meeting hall was converted to a temporary hospital and 
members used their motorcycles to deliver supplies and 
messages throughout the Bay Area. The SFMC quickly 
reorganized, and in 1908 they hosted events that included 
a seventy-mile ride to Mount Hamilton and a weekend of 
racing at Tanforan Park in nearby San Bruno. 

By 1911, the SFMC was the largest motorcycle club in the 
United States. That year, the SFMC partnered with the 
Oakland Motorcycle Club and hosted the largest gathering 
to date of motorcycles in the western United States. 
Approximately 1,100 bikes of all makes and models 
descended on the small town of Livermore, California, with 
an additional 1,000 spectators for an exciting day of riding 
and other festivities. The SFMC is the second oldest 
organization of its type and is still thriving, with more 
members in the American Motorcyclist Association (AMA) 
Hall of Fame than any other club, including racers Loris 
“Hap” Alzina (1894–1970), Loren “Hap” Jones (1905–89), 
and Dudley “Red” Perkins, Sr. (1893–1978), for whom the 
AMA’s Lifetime Achievement Award is named.  

Discussion question #19
How did members of the San Francisco Motorcycle Club 
help their community after the Great San Francisco  
Earthquake in 1906?
•	� Their meeting hall was converted to a temporary  

hospital, and members used their motorcycles to  
deliver supplies and messages all around the Bay Area. 
Motorcycles were the perfect vehicles for maneuvering 
around debris and over damaged roads.

San Francisco Motorcycle Club group portrait, 234 Van Ness Avenue, San Francisco  1911
Courtesy of San Francisco Motorcycle Club
R2020.2306.020



28Early American Motorcycles  |  Education Program

The Pierce Four
Although motorcycle design progressed through the 1910s, 
engine technology was still in the early stages of 
development. Motorcycle engines generated vibration 
and noise, and riding was generally for the adventurous 
motorist. The smooth-running Pierce Four Cylinder was 
an exception. Advertised as “The Vibrationless Motorcycle,” 
the Pierce Four sold for $325 in 1909, when most other 
motorcycles sold in the $150 to $250 range. The Pierce 
Four was made by the Pierce Cycle Company, a division of 
the Pierce Motor Car Company of Buffalo, New York, known 
for their luxury automobiles.

The Pierce Four was the first four-cylinder motorcycle made 
in America. It was powered by a six-horsepower, forty-two 
cubic-inch, dual-camshaft T-head engine similar to the 
Pierce-Arrow automobile engine. The Pierce motorcycle’s 
upper frame was constructed from large, 3 ½-inch tubing 

with internal compartments for gasoline and oil, while the 
engine itself acted as the lower frame. Power was transferred 
to the rear wheel by a unique driveshaft rather than a belt 
or chain, with a revolutionary two-speed transmission and 
automatic clutch added in 1910. While the motorcycles 
sold well, production costs exceeded sales revenue and 
the Pierce Four was discontinued in 1914.

Discussion question #20
How was the Pierce Four different from other early  
motorcycles?
•	� The Pierce Four used a four-cylinder engine, which was 

much smoother-running than the one- and two-cylinder 
engines used by other motorcycles. The Pierce Four also 
used a driveshaft instead of a belt or chain. These  
innovations made the Pierce Four quieter and more 
comfortable to ride. 

Pierce Four Cylinder  1911
The Pierce Cycle Company
Buffalo, New York
Courtesy of Wes Allen
L2020.2302.005
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Pierce Four Cylinder  1911
The Pierce Cycle Company
Buffalo, New York
Courtesy of Wes Allen
L2020.2302.005

Two women on a Pierce Four and sidecar  c. 1910
Courtesy of Pierce-Arrow Museum
R2020.2314.001
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Riding Early Motorcycles
Early motorcycles demand special characteristics of their 
owners and riders. One has to be strong enough to start the 
engine by pedaling or kick-starting, and to pedal-assist the 
motorcycle during mechanical troubles or after a breakdown. 
Riders must be mechanically minded in order to operate the 
different types of controls found on these early vehicles. While 
procedures vary between makes and models, to start an early 
motorcycle, the carburetor is primed with fuel, the ignition 
timing is adjusted, the throttle is set, and the compression is 
released by a lever to ease the force required to either pedal- 
or kick-start the bike while on its stand. 

Once a rider is underway, they must pay careful attention to 
road conditions, other vehicles, and pedestrians, as early 
motorcycles do not have front brakes and rear braking is not 
good. Early suspension systems, which absorb shocks from 
the road, are stiff with very little travel, which means an unseen 
pothole can easily throw the rider from the motorcycle. Tire 
technology was also in its early years, and the “clincher” wheels 
and tires that were originally used are prone to blowouts. 
Two- and three-speed transmissions on later models add 
complexity. Shifting is done by moving a lever mounted near 
the fuel tank along with a clutch —which means the rider 

must move their hand from the handlebars to shift. Yet riding 
these early machines still captivates motorcyclists and 
collectors, just as it had more than a century ago.

Discussion question #21
How is riding an early motorcycle different from riding a 
modern motorcycle?
•	� Riders have to be athletic: they must have the strength 

to lift an early motorcycle onto its stand and then pedal 
the motorcycle to start the engine. 

•	� Riders must be mechanically minded: starting an early 
motorcycle involves more steps than a modern  
motorcycle and varies between models, so the rider 
must understand how the motorcycle works. 

•	� Early motorcycles are very different to ride:
•	� They do not have front brakes and are difficult to 

stop at higher speeds. 
•	� They also have much stiffer suspensions than 

modern motorcycles, which means bumps and  
potholes are more severe, especially when the  
rider is traveling fast.

•	� If the motorcycle has a transmission, the rider must 
shift gears with a lever near the fuel tank, which 
means they need to take one hand off of the  
handlebars in order to shift.

Ruth Hopper Beal on an Indian Twin  1913
Courtesy of Pat and Cris Simmons
R2020.2304.008


