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FOR SOME, THE BICYCLE REPRESENTS 
A GLOBAL POLITICAL STATEMENT.

MOVED BY HIS PASSION AGAINST FASCISM, HE 
SERVED IN BOTH THE MERCHANT MARINE AND 
ARMY DURING WORLD WAR II.

by Jessica Brent
On the page marked March 28th, 

1944 of Woody Guthrie’s journal he 
wrote in clear capital letters:

 MY BIG GIBSON GUITAR HAS 
 GOT A SIGN I PAINTED ON IT, 
 SAYS, “THIS MACHINE KILLS 
 FASCISTS.”

Then, as though he left his writing and came back to it later 
in the day figuring this new signage upon his instrument was 
going to require further explanation, he offered this single 
cursive sentence, askew from his earlier note, as clarification:

  and it means just 
 what it says too

 
This year marks the 100th since the birth of Oklahoma 

native, Woody Guthrie. Born and raised “way down yonder 
in the Indian Nation,” Guthrie picked up his instrument, soon 
to be weapon, at the age of 17. Early in the 1930s he found 
himself in Texas at a time of severe drought and depression. 
Poor soil conservation practices resulted in dust storms that 
swept across the great plains with regularity. It was the “Black 
Sunday” dust storm of 1935 that brought out the storyteller in 
Woody Guthrie. As neighbors scrambled away from the great 
wall of dust and darkness closing in on Pampa, Texas, they bid 
farewell to one another in anticipation of the worst. Guthrie’s 
“So Long, It’s Been Good to Know Yuh” describes the events 
of that day and marks his early recognition of the power of 
songs to succinctly capture the story of a people. 

Like so many others, Woody Guthrie was swept west with 
hopes of escaping the dusty hard times. In California he 
discovered the disappointing reality faced by migrant workers 
in the Great Depression. Jobs were few and far between, living 
conditions were dismal and discrimination against migrants 
was widespread. Guthrie landed a regular radio spot on 
KFVD where he found an audience with the large population 
of disenfranchised “Okies” and developed a taste for social 
commentary and advocacy. Off air, he and his guitar traveled to 
migrant camps and town squares to play songs for the workers 
and refugees. Billboards for his intimate performances would 
tout: “songs of the common people,” with which he strongly 
identified and sought justice for. 

Woody bounced from coast to coast, gaining recognition as 
a folk singer, storyteller, poet and political cartoonist. Moved 

by his passion against fascism, he served in both the Merchant 
Marine and Army during World War II. His songwriting 
continued even as he was shipped to sea where he employed 
his trusty guitar to rally the troops with anti-Hitler, pro-war 
ballads. It was within this period of time that he made the note 
in his journal describing his guitar as an anti-fascist machine. 

“A folk song is what’s wrong and how to fix it or it could be 
who’s hungry and where their mouth is or who’s out of work 
and where the job is or who’s broke and where the money is or 
who’s carrying a gun and where the peace is.” - Woody Guthrie

Just as Woody took up his guitar against the injustices of 
his time, so too has the bicycle been employed, throughout it’s 
history, as a weapon against inequality. For example, a century 
ago women in America were still fighting for the right vote. 
Elizabeth Cady Stanton, the eminent turn of the century 
suffragette, immediately recognized the power of the joyous 
new instrument of travel called the bicycle: 

“I stand and rejoice every time I see a woman ride by on a wheel. 
It gives her a feeling of freedom, self-reliance and independence. 
The moment she takes her seat she knows she can’t get into harm 
while she is on her bicycle, and away she goes...”

The impact cycling had on women went far beyond the mere 
freedom a girl feels as wind sweeps through her hair, however. 
The bike changed everything about women and how they 
move through the world. Their style of dress adapted rapidly 
to accommodate the bicycle. Long skirts and heavy petticoats, 
standard turn of the century fashion, did not lend themselves 
to bicycle riding and women began, increasingly, to don 
scandalously bifurcated garments. An entire movement calling 
for ‘rational dress’ was born out of cycling. On their own wheels, 
women were able to travel farther, and travel unaccompanied, 
than had previously been possible. Recognized for it’s sporting 
potential, bike racing gained popularity early on, with women 
eager to challenge men to some friendly competition. These 
small freedoms created by the bicycle empowered women to 
continue advocating for social equality; from dress reform to 
abolition of slavery and suffrage for women. It was the bicycle, 
Stanton believed, that had “done more to emancipate women 
than anything else in the world.”

In recent times, as cycling has seen a surge in popularity, 
it has become increasingly apparent that bicycles will be 

instrumental in modern battles against obesity, climate change 
and economic uncertainty. The rippling effects of decades of 
auto-centricity can be seen in heavy waistlines and smoggy 
skylines. For some, the bicycle represents a global political 
statement. Stickers across bike frames reading “This machine 
kills terrorists” allude to U.S. dependence on foreign oil and the 
power of the bike to pull the U.S. out of conflict in the Middle 
East. For others, riding is a personal commitment to engage 
in more physical activity or lose weight. Still others choose 
riding as a strategy for cutting back on daily commuting costs, 
a potent tool in households that have been hit by the recession. 

“About all a human being is, anyway, is a just a big hoping 
machine.” - Woody Guthrie

The three day cycling festival that is Saint Francis Tulsa 
Tough is a powerful machine in itself. Entrepreneurs Chris 
Zenthoefer and Malcolm McCollam, dreamed of creating 
a cycling event with hopes it would promote healthy 
lifestyle choices and spur economic development in Tulsa. A 
collaboration with the Sports Commission and local cyclists 
from the Tulsa Wheelmen brought Tulsa Tough to life in 2006.

Joined by fellow enthusiasts Jim Beach, Tim Carrigg, Marc 
Delametter, Tonja Pizter and Mike Dodson, Zenthoefer and 
McCollam planned a variety of rides designed to engage 
cyclists at every level, rather than simply creating a spectator 
sporting event.  Breaking up the back to back pro-races, 
tricycles and training wheels are unleashed on the crit course 
during Saturday afternoon kid races. Sunday’s Townie ride is 
a free, 8-mile supported ride that is perfect for the very young 
or the very new cyclist. Free bike rentals along the river make 
it possible for those who haven’t even committed to bike-

ownership yet to participate in the Townie ride and get a taste 
for the joys of riding. It was this focus on community health 
promotion that attracted John-Kelly Warren and the Saint 
Francis Health System. The faithful and visionary financial 
support of Warren and Saint Francis ultimately made Tulsa 
Tough what it is today.

True to the original goal of generating economic 
development, festival sites were selected strategically 
to highlight downtown Tulsa’s up and coming arts and 
entertainment districts, as well as the natural beauty of the 
Arkansas River. A moving target, the criterium course, 
vendors and festival amenities shift from the Blue Dome 
District on Friday evening, to the Brady Arts District on 
Saturday, then River Parks for Sunday’s finish. Knowing 
now how much work is involved in these daily relocations, 
McCollam says he’s not sure they would have chosen this 
format if they could do it over again. But it is one of the 
features that makes Tulsa Tough unique and the extra effort is 
paying off. Now in it’s 7th year, approximately 1,500 cyclists 
flock to Tulsa Tough, often bringing with them family and 
friends. Most, it seems, leave with a positive impression of 
Tulsa. The economic impact of the event is estimated to be in 
the range of $1.5 to $2 million. 

“Many a month has come and gone
Since I wandered from my home
In those Oklahoma hills where I was born.”
-Woody Guthrie

    

As the Tulsa Tough founders demonstrated in 2006, the 
enterprising and visionary spirit of Woody Guthrie lives on in 
Oklahoma. Though Guthrie’s rambling ways took him away from 
Oklahoma as a teenager, the red dirt state and her people continued 
to inspire his work as a songwriter, poet, political cartoonist and 
advocate. Oklahomans, for their part, have vacillated over the 
years between worshipping a folk hero and reviling a communist. 
Now, a century since his birth in Okemah, Guthrie’s rambling 
path will come full circle as Oklahoma makes a home for the 
complete Woody Guthrie Archives in Tulsa. 

Since his passing in 1967, the artifacts Guthrie left behind, 
from plaid shirts tailored to his extra small frame to the 
original copy of “This Land is Your Land,” have been shuffled 
from boxes in a basement, to some partially organized filing 
cabinets, to what is currently a curated archive in New York. 
Earlier this year, the George Kaiser Family Foundation 
announced it had purchased the collection in it’s entirety with 
the intention of building a facility to showcase the life and 
work of Woody Guthrie.

Anyone attending the Tulsa Tough festivities on Saturday 
will notice that the Brady Arts District is under construction. 
Fences block off lots all over the district where earth is 
unturned and structural beams stand undressed. Unsightly 
and inconvenient as it may be, this is the realization of 
Zenthoefer and McCollam's original vision: to promote 
downtown development. When Tulsa Tough convenes in 2013 
participants will gather in a Brady District transformed by new 
hotels, parks and museums. 

And it is here that Woody Guthrie comes home. Along 
Saturday’s criterium course, at the corner of W. Brady Street 
and N. Boston Avenue, is the future site of the Woody Guthrie 
Center. Located in The Mathews Warehouse, which is being 
renovated into a comprehensive center for the arts, the Woody 
Guthrie Center will take up approximately 15,000 square 
feet of the bottom floor, where his life and work can be easily 
accessed by the masses. An interactive exhibit will unfold the 
story of his life and give context to his work. A small, 60 person 
auditorium will be used for film showings and performances 
and a temporary gallery will host a variety of exhibits that 
either relate to Guthrie’s life or showcase artists influenced 
by his work. Artifacts not on display will be stored in climate 
controlled archives and made available to researchers.

    

Woody Guthrie Centennial celebrations will continue across 
the country all year with festivals, concerts and exhibits. But once 
the excitement has settled, Woody’s legacy will remain embedded 
in the Tulsa landscape, where we remember a time when we were 
covered in dust and depression and a folk hero lifted our collective 
Okie spirit. 

And as Saint Francis Tulsa Tough 2013 rolls past The Woody 
Guthrie Center it’s worth bearing in mind that a century ago 
women were fighting for the right to wear pants and own property 
where we now have world class women’s cycling competition 
that recognizes the value of women in cycling by awarding one 
of the largest prize purses in the country. And where Tulsa had 
downtown districts that were just sputtering back to life, we 
now have development and a refreshing vibrancy as cyclists and 
spectators flood the streets for one weekend in June. 

That is the power of This Machine.

THIS MACHINE


