Playing for the Hell’s Angels

In the 1970s, me and my buddies had a band called The Skins and we were one of the top
draws in the Sacramento/Central Valley area. For a few years running we had a regular
Thursday night gig at a downtown Sac club called Crabshaw Corners, later the Oasis Ballroom. It
was a large, warehouse type room with a capacity of several hundred, and on those nights it
was packed with students, hippies, workers from the nearby state capitol, drug dealers, and
whatever strange and wondrous creatures frequented the scene in that era. They only sold
wine and beer but they sold a lot of it. People stood three deep at the bar while waitresses
double fisted pitchers and pushed their way through the writhing, sweating crowds. Crabshaw
Corners was also the preferred hang-out for the local chapter of the Hells Angels.

The Angels intimidated us—and everybody else--but after a while we kind of got used to them. |
had read Hunter Thompson’s Hells Angels on Wheels and was interested in interacting with
some in the flesh so | started having conversations with a few, one being the chapter president,
Lonesome George. He was not a big guy in stature but he had a plenty big, “Don’t f**k with
me” aura radiating off him.

One night after our Thursday gig we were invited to a party at their clubhouse in Oak Park, a
pretty rough, predominantly African-American, neighborhood. Dale Lyberger, the bass player,
and me, always up for an adventure, said, “Sure. Let’s go.” That night | learned that most had
good jobs and were relatively well off. Nothing crazy happened but | remember feeling (or
imagining) a dark undercurrent and that an ass whooping could erupt at any moment. | did not
want to be on the receiving end so we had a few beers then scampered back to our safe little
college town of Davis.

One of our stranger Hells Angel gigs was a daytime conference at Crabshaw with two other
biker gangs from the area, the Galloping Geese and Satan’s Slaves as | recall. Not sure what
orders of business were on the agenda but we were OK with being out of that loop. We played
a few songs in between meetings while they looked on with the occasional approving nod.

The most memorable gig we did for them was Filthy Bill’s wedding. Filthy, actually pretty well
groomed in a biker kind of way, was a burly, blonde guy, think Jax from Sons of Anarchy, and



the bride was a beautiful young girl | had seen at the club a few times. During the traditional
ceremony the groom wore a tuxedo and the bride, of course, wore white. Her family was on
one side of the room and Filthy Bill’s family, friends, and his fellow Angels, resplendent in their
colors, were on the other. After the vows and the kiss, Filthy Bill traded his tux for his colors and
the bride’s entourage took that as an opportune time to call it a night.

We played the traditional first dance for Bill and the bride, then did a few sets with some
people out on the floor and the rest hanging out and drinking. All in all, pretty sedate stuff.
After our last set, we started tearing down our gear and when we had it about ready to load, |
went out back to get our equipment truck. That’s when | saw a chopper blocking our exit.

Lonesome George, along with five or six other Angels, was hanging out at the bar, so | walked
up and said, “Lonesome, we're ready to load out but there’s a bike blocking the back door.”
George nodded and said, “I'll take care of it.” We went back and put everything by the door but
after another 15 minutes or so, the bike still hadn’t been moved. | sure as hell wasn’t going to
move it so there was nothing left to do but go back and say, “George, | hate to bug you but that
bike is still blocking the door.”

He said nothing, but | felt an inner switch flip to “go mode.’ It turns out that the bike belonged
to a Prospect, not a full member of the club, and he had ignored a direct order. Uh oh. George
and one or two other Angels, possibly the groom, went over to where he was shooting pool,
pulled him aside and clocked him, hard. When he was down, they beat him like he was the
Strawman in the Wizard of Oz. Not a pretty sight. That done, Lonesome went out back, expertly
grabbed the chopper at a fulcrum point, leaned back, spun it around two or three times like a
discus thrower picking up speed, and sent it spinning and sparking across the parking lot. He
turned to me and said, “You guys can leave now.” Which we did. Pronto.

A few years ago, | was driving over the Bay Bridge towards San Francisco in heavy traffic when |
heard a thundering rumble behind me. A millisecond later, a Harley roared past inches from my
window, splitting lanes California style. The rider was a big guy and he was standing up on his
pegs to get a better view and there was no mistaking the winged skull head logo and “Hells
Angels, Frisco” on his leather jacket. Just like 50 years ago, | felt a jolt and a vicarious thrill being
that close to something that fast, wild, and dangerous. Ultimately, for me anyway, it was
something best appreciated from a safe distance.



It seemed like the volatile mix held together aside from the occasional scuffle which was
quickly handled by the bouncers.

and his laid-back, laconic demeanor . He



