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In the early 1900s there was no bigger cycling

star than Marshall ‘Major’ Taylor. Cycling’s first \,

black world champion, Taylor achieved success in

the face of much discrimination, touring Europe,

Australia and North America and winning in the
world’s most famous velodromes,

writes Giles Belbin

Photes Alurny
Track star Tolortriumphed in the

face of widespread recial prejudics
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tis carly August,
1903, The eycling
correspondent for
Sporting Life
inmaking hisway
o the Three Nuns
Hotelin Aldgave,
notebook and

pen safely stowed,
pleased to have
received an
invitation to lunch
with " erowd of cycling celebrities™.

On entering the hotel our
correspondent finds his hosts and
setrles down to enjov a lunch of steak
and fried potatoes, "washed down with
good old English bicter™. At the table s
Victor Breyer, the manager of the Buffzla
velodrome in laris. Breyer is in town for
arace meeting at the Memocial Grounds,
Canning Town, and has beought with
him a couple of French stars - the
sprinter Charles Piard and ‘the paced
wonder' Henri Contenst — slongsida the
Amprican sprinfing sensation, Marshall
“Major’ Taylor,

The Memorial Grounds has never
hefore hosted such a prestigious event.
Billed as the nation’s "cycling event of
the vear", on the card is an actempt by
Contenet on the 10-mile record and
athree-race sprinting contest, cach
contested pver gne mile, between Taylor,
Fiard and Sid Jenkins, a Welsh rider
whe is considered by Cyveling magazine
as Britain’s best professional. Plard and
Jenking are well-known, but ic is Taylor,
a Z4-year-old African American, who is

thereal draw.

track,” the
correspondent
will later report.

The next day
sone 10,000
spectators crowd
inta the Memorial
Grounds end see
Teylor dominate
proceedings. He
rides impressively
and wing all three
contests and
demonstrates
grearversarility,
employing a ronge
ol tactics, from
headlong carly
sprintz to slow
manoeuvring up and down
the banking,

"He haglittle to learn in the art
affincsging and possesses a sprint
which landed him a winnar gn the
tape evary time;” repores Cveling
a few davs later, *Tavlor watched
his men like s cat does a mouse.”

Mot that the finer details of
sprint raving ave universally
appreeiated. “The Canning
Townites failed to appreciate the
*head-work' tactics of the three
riders,” observes the same report.
Two weeks later, the Sportsman
will run a piece an Taylor's display
that apines: “In England the
ohject of the ‘loafing’ [ceawling
and feinting] is as well understood
asin Paris hut is not equally
pleasing to the phlegmatic Britisher. Tt

During lunch Sporting Life's is a question of national temperament.”
correspondent secibbles away For Jenkins, howewver, Taylor's talent is
as the deeply selfevident. “Pee
zciig::us'rayiur. “Ta,y]ol", a 24- bhn:? hutm:z.,

rinking the fagtest rider in
only milk and Year 'old Af"ic AN the world," he says
water, shares afterwards. "That's
his thoughts Amel'iem, is the the only excuse I
an raging and ” have to offer”
training. “Bed ar I"eal dmw Taylor quickly
10 o'clock and up retuens to Paris

at T:00 all year round... plenty of boxing,
shipping and ether indoor exercise, with
alittle running and practice twice daily
an the machine [bicyele] isa standard
programme which Taylor carcies out
when head-quartered at any particular
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with Breyer but not befose saying for
the benefit of the British press that the
Canning Town track is the finest in
Eurgpe. Whether he truly helieved that
or not, Taylor's August 1903 appearance
in east London will prove to be the one

and only racing appearance in Britain
of perhaps the greatest irack eyeling
atar of the ers; an all-too beief simpee
of a remarleable racer and a man who
achieved great success in the fage of
extracrdinary prejudice.

The tise of the Major

“IHirst found & copy of Major’s
autghiography in a hookshopin Qalland,
California, in ahout 1975 " says Andrew
Ritchie, author of Major Tavlor: The
Bxrraordinary Career of 2 Champion
Bicyele Racer. *] starivd looking around
o see what else Teould find on him and
was pretty amaged to iind therg really was
nothing apart from a few skeichy articles
heve and there, [ collected wher I could,



read his sutobingraphy, and kept thinking
that this was a prettyamazing story.”

Marshall Taylor wes bernin 1878in
Indiznapalis. One of eight children,
Taylar's father worked as a seahleman far
the wealthy and white Seuthard farnily.
The Southards had & son, Daniel, who
was the same age. “We soon beeame the
hest of friends,” Taylor laver wrote in his
autohiography The Fastest Bicycle Rider
in the World, “so much so in fact that T
wag e 1i; ploved as his play
and companion... Twas the happicat boy
inthe world”

The young Marshall was embraced
by the Southards. The family gave him
abicyele so that be could join Daniel
onvides and they played happily with
Dianicl’s other friends, all of whom were
white. One day the group of hoys went
to the YMCA gymnasium where Taylar
was burred feom entering. Hisfeiends

state,” reported local paper the Freeman,
“|He] won in 56 mirutes and 15 seconds,
reeeiving & handsome geld badge.” Taylor
writes in his autohiography that he was
13 acthe rime hut the newspaper report is
dared Tuly 1390, meaning he could only
havebeen 11 years old,
Fast-forward six
years and Taylar was
racing professionally,
having been brought
under the wing ofa
former pro rider
Louis ‘Birdie’ Munger.
"Munger recognised that Taylar had
talent and ability," says Ritchie, “He
tealised he had & real champion on his
hands.”" Tayler won his first prefessional
race, a half-mile handicap race at Madison
Syuare Garden in 1896, clai %200

“A note with a skull
and crossbones told him
to get out of town”

won the sprint event at the ICA World
Championships in Montreal, sealing his
statug asthe fastestvider in the world.

To Europe and beyond
Drespite his starus as 4 genuine sporting
superstar, or pethaps because afic,

Tavlor was facing increasingly intense
prejudice in the States, He had seitled in
Worcester, Magsachusetcs, where racisim
was reputed to he leas of a problem.
Even so, when he hought land and builta
hand home, he hid his real identity,

in prize money that he sent straight
home to his mother. Three years later he

revealing himself anhrwhen the house
1 !

4 ur 1
, protests

wis

protested but to no wvail.
“Teould only watch the
ather boys from the
gallery," Taylor wrote of
the day that introduced
him ‘1o that dreadful
monster prejudice, which
hecame my hitterest foe.”
Taylor grew intoa
talented cyclist. He
warked for a bicyele
store in Indianapalis,
performing tricks outside
while dreszed in s milirary
uniform to deum up
husiness and carning the
meniler Major. The shop
promated an annual 10-
mile handicap race and the
owner encottaged Taylor
to start. He wag still little
mpre than a child and
didn't want to race against
adules, Tavlor hed rears
in his eyesat the stact,
prompting the swner to
whisper he anly had te
start to drumup interest
and not ro worry about
fnishing. Asit tuzned out,
Taylor not only finished
hut wan the race. “Master
Majar Tavlor, of this cityis
without doubr the experc
wheelman ofhis age in the

The Major Taylor
Association

Established in the latz 1930, the Major Taylor Association was
farmed when locals in Tavler's adopted home city of Worcestar,
Massachusetts, wanted to erect a statue in commemeration of
his achievaments, "That was our first goal,” says Lynne Tolman,

ident and executive director of the volunte . nen-profic
organisation. *It taak us abaut 10 years to raise the meney and
the statue went up in 2008,

“Qur rission is to continue to educate poopls about the life
and legacy of Major Taylor and do good works In hls name,”
Tolman adds. Taday. the association works with cycling clubs
and schaols throughaut the US and arganises the George Street
Bike Challenge - an annual hill-climb on a steep street that
Taylor used to ride, which attracts hundreds of riders each year.

“He opened doors and If you take the long view now, more
than 100 years later, who walked through them?" continues
Talman, "Cycling at the elite level remains very white so there
are @ lof of quastions still te explore.”

What does Telman sea as Taylor’s legacy? “To keep the
eonversation geing and to further the pursuit of diversity
and inclusion and, erucially, equity " she says. "In what
neighbourhoads are bike lanes getting built and whais using
them? We've all heard of howr black drivers tend to get stopped
more, arrestad more and get harsher sentences and that
happens for people on bikes too. Thase are squity [ssues.

“Major Taylor is an inspiration for black people wha think
cycling may not be for them,” concludes Talman, “but he is alse
the starting peint for conversations about changing cycling.”
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arese,” Taylor reflected inan
interview with LAuto in 1904,
"Thave hankers and wealthy
mecchants as neighboucs..,
What audaciiy! Anegro who
should live it g hut having
thenerve to settle insuch
ancighbourhood.”

Onthe rrack, rivals
employed aggressive tactics
1o try to stop him winning. He
was physically assanlted and
authorities tried ta block his
participarion. *Racial relations
were very much stressed by
the presence of a black rider an
thetrack,” says Ritchie. “Black
spectators supported him
thoroughly so vou had these
extruordinary race meerings
where hewas likely 1o win
against white riders with avery
enthusiastic African American
crowd supporting him.*

On one occasion his life was
threatened. He received anate.
with askulland erosshones
telling him to get out of
o, “Anywhers sourh of
the Mason-Dixon line he just
wouldi’t enter,” says Ritchie.
Ttis & revealing sign of those
times that even comments
ateribured ro those close
1o Taylos, such as William

e
dominated sporting culture
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Teurs of Europe and Australia made the
Indianapolis-kom sprinter a wealthy man

Brady, who managed Tavlor'sinterests
for a time and spoke in defence of the
rider, aze repellent today: "0 course,

it is hurnilisting [for white riders] to
have a coleured bey win aver them,”
Brady is quotcd as saying in Taylor's
autobiography. " But Taylor turnz the
trick honestly and carefully and in vacing
parlance there is never a whiter man on
the track.”

Trwar against this hackdrap that
Taylar set sail for Europe in 1901, Over
the course of the nest three vears he
undertoole three hugely suecessful tours
of Europe and two of Australia. “He went
to most Buropean capital cities, racing
againgt most of the Buropean sprinc
champions, winning 90 per cent of thozse
rated,” 2aye Ritchie, It was on his 1903
Eurgpean tour, or ‘invasions" as Taylor
deseribes them in his aurghiagraphy, that
be finally arcived in London tor that one
and only British cace. Why be didn't tace
more in Britain is not understood. [ was
surprised that the London Canning Tawn
visit was apparently the only wisit that he
made to the UK," says Ritchic.

Tayler didn't race on Sundays until the
very end of hig career — on his arrival in
Paris in 1901 he had said, *T swore to my
pastor Pd never race on the Lord's day
and Tdon't wantto go to hell.” Instead,
Taylor challenged ridecs who won those
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prestigious “ = with the Great
events fomid- l“ the "’yeh ﬂf Depreszion
weekraces, . looming, he
claiming vast the wor]d’ he was logthis fartune,
sumainlih; aman dcﬁncd h;\' ;::lmi]y:{ndd_ 5
i:;;r;;s is h' l i ome. He died in
Uropean 1s colour 1952, estranged
Lour was reparied from his family.
to have carned * Major Taylar,

him £1,545 (around £200,000 teday)

in prizemoney and he was paid £3,000
(nearly £375,000) just to go to dustralia
in eatly 1903,

Wherever he went he received constant
reminders of heing the odd man out.
Races were hillad as white versus hlack;
riders ganged up on him; newspapers ran
racist cartoons. The fact that icis all but
impastible to find a newspaper report or
feature an him that doesn't reference his
colouris telling, In the eyes of the world,
this was a man defined frst and foremost
by ihe colour of his skin.

When Taylor rerurned to Woreester
from Australiain 1904, hewasa
shattered and broken man. Needing
rest, he reneged on @ contract, giving
the cyeling authorities in the States the
perfect exeuse to expel him and refract
his racing licance. It would he three
years hefore he ruced again, returning
to Europe for rwe more fours before
hanging up his wheels, In retirement,

Dies Penniless . Onee Startled Waorld
on Bigycle Track," ran a headling in the
Chicago Defender,

"This is the question that fascinates
me when you look at his life? says
Lynne Tolman from the Major Taylor
Assacistion (see hox). “During his career
he didn't often get on hiz soaphax, he was
justteying (o win races, esen money and
make his tareer. But when he wrote his
autobiography, he was quite clear that he
had been treared unfairly. All he wanted
was o ‘square deal’, aabe calledir,

"There’s a sociologist named Harey
Edwurds who tulks shout the waves of
athlete activism, the Aght for legitimacy
and access and dignity. Major Tayler
embodies these struggles, He faced
closed doors and open hostility with
remarkable dignity,” concludes Tolman.
*Some call him the Jackic Robinson of
cyeling but Major Taylor came halfa
century before. Jackie Robinson should
be called the Major Taylor ofbaseball,”



