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A messenger's pick-
me-up; below, Shufelt

hangs with fellow
cyclists at Monorail
Espresso, a popular
refueling spot

for messengers

- : [ T1) - T i
v-::'"q-_ ‘_ " ! : - ,'

o !
_.. 4 .\:ﬂ‘.__l \J d Et\ ’ d
it | = bl . " '
— T
< U8
- - =
@ A

Local messengers partake in a
friendly game of bike polo at a Capitol
il underground parking garage
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pcriod of time. It’s physically damaging. It’s
outrageously dangerous. Bur it’s the best
job I ever had. You are your own boss, and
your office is everywhere.”

MOST MESSENGERS, including Shufelt,

work on commission and earn a percentage
of the cost the messenger service charges for
each pickup and delivery. The more pack-
ages they deliver, the more money they
make (quotas are self-imposed). Shufelt
says that he usually clears between $8,000
and $15,000 annually, standard yearly pay
in the messenger biz. As a contractor, Shufelt
isn't an official employee of Fleetfoot, which
suits his free-spirited attitude toward life.
The bad news, however, is that freedom
comes without health insurance—a huge
risk in an industry where the longer a mes-
senger spends on a bicycle, the greater the
odds that injuries will occur, Every messen-
ger interviewed for this story had been in-
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jured while at work: Case was hit by 10 cars
in five years; in 2000, 22-year-old messenger
Yianni Philippides was struck and killed by a
car at Alaskan Way and Spring Street.

While the risk of accident is always there,
Shufelt says he stays off the sidewalks, where
its hard to predict a pedestrian’s random
movement, and out of bike lanes (known
in messenger speak as “gun barrels”) where
messengers are “doored” by drivers who
open their doors withour looking.

A messenger’s job, says Shufelt, is simple.
A dispatcher calls ourt jobs over a two-way
radio, and messengers decide whether to
claim them or not. Fleetfoot’s zone (each
messenger service has its own zone) is
bounded by Queen Anne to the north,
SoDo to the south and lower Capitol Hill
to the east.

Despite the pain Shufelt feels today, he
needs to pay the bills. He'll make nearly
20 stops by 10 a.m. and work until 5:30
or 6 p.m., even while saddled with an in-

experienced, slightly out-of-shape journal-
ist. Still, he says, it’s a slow day; he typically
tackles twice the work. Throughout the day
Shufelt delivers a bag of blood to the Fred
Hutchinson Cancer Research Center, ped-
als downtown to drop off that expensive
bundle of checks, cycles to Pioneer Square
to deliver blueprints to an architecture firm,
hightails it to the waterfront (where a fire
engine roars out of Station 5, lights flash-
ing, horn blaring, barely missing the two
of us) and burns rubber to ACT Theatre
to deliver an oversized poster wrapped in
plain brown paper. The poster, too big for
his bag, Shufelt simply tucks under his arm
as he navigates traffic with one hand.

All of this is done at a steady pedal, on a
black, battered, fixed-gear bike, and wearing
a pair of curoff cargo shorts and a hooded
sweatshirt (today he wears a helmet, ordered
by Fleetfoot’s owner because a reporter is
in tow). Most messengers prefer fixed-gear
bikes—Dbikes that have a single chain con-
necting the front and back wheels—because
they are sleek, light and unencumbered by
gears that slip or break. They also require
a certain level of skill: You can’t coast on
a fixed-gear bike because the pedals con-
stantly turn. Ultraskilled messengers prefer
a fixed-gear bike without brakes (they stop
by pressing against the forward rotation of
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Opposite, Jeff Shufelt tunes up his fixed-gear
bike (the ride of choice for local messengers) at
Fleetfoot Messenger Service headquarters; this
page, messengers receive calls over two-way
radios and decide whether or not to take the job

pedals). Not once does Shufel—who drove
a bicycle taxi in San Diego before hopping
a train to Seattle and immersing himself in
messenger culture—Ilift himself up off his seat
to tackle a hill or hop a curb. On Madison
Street, Shufelt glides effortlessly downhill for
three blocks, clearing two stale yellow lights
and hooking a left onto Second Avenue. “A
lot of it has to do with instinct,” he explains,
when I catch up with him at a red light. “I
tend to look at the layout of the city like I'm
above it, like a bird. I know the directions of
streets, the timing of lights, that sort of thing.
And once I get on a roll, I can't stop.”

SCOFFLAW. RECKLESS. HELL ON WHEELS.

Most messengers have been called these
names and worse. If you've been in a car
and witnessed a messenger weave through
traffic to get to the front of a lane or roll
through a red light to shave some time off
a delivery deadline, or walked down the
street only to experience a messenger race
past you in a whoosh! that makes you gasp,
the same thoughts have probably crossed
your mind.

“There’s a stereotype out there about
messengers [being reckless or dangerous],”
says Niki Hurley, a former messenger and
owner of Mobius Cycle, a downtown bike
shop. “The funny thing is, the most dan-
gerous riders on the road are [bike] com-
muters. Theyre the ones making dangerous
moves. Messengers have a lot of hours in
the saddle. They take more measured risks
that seem boneheaded and reckless to the
average bystander, but are actually very well
thought out, and come from experience.”

“I think they have a bad rap as ‘crazies,”
adds Seattle-based attorney Bob Anderton,
known as the Bike Attorney because he has
represented cyclists and messengers hit and
injured while riding their bikes. “I defi-
nitely see crazy messengers, bur they’re not
all crazy. There’s definitely a bike versus car
mentality in this city.”

Many messengers shy away from the
press, complaining that the media portray
them in a bad light. When asked for a con-
tact for this story, David Hiller, advocacy
director at the Cascade Bicycle Club who

counts messengers among the group’s mem-
bers, replied, “[Messengers] are not, as a
group, real fans of the spotlight. As you can
imagine, attention from the media draws
scrutiny and ridicule from their peers.”

During my ride-along with Shufelt, he
braved some of this wrath. As he locked his
bike outside the U.S. Bank building at Fifth
and Pike, messengers on a break across the
street at Monorail Espresso mocked him,
flipping him off and carcalling obsceniries
over his two-way radio. One dispatcher’s
glib tone crackled over the radio: “Make
sure you tell him about the glory of being
a messenger.”

“I'm not worried about it,” he says. “Mes-
sengers, as a rule, are generally sarcastic.”

But dig through the sarcasm and dare-
devil stereotypes, and you'll find a culture

that seems to be fueled more by communi-
ty than anything else. Just ask Shufelt: “Yes-
terday, when I crashed, I had six messengers
here in no time, ready to see if | was OK,
take my packages. That's the community.”
Dale, the skinny, bearded co-owner of
Indy Stealth, also sees a close bond in the
local messenger scene. “I got into the soli-
darity of being a messenger,” he says over
beers at The Redwood, a Capitol Hill bar
and messenger hangout. Bur he’s quick to
point out that being a bike messenger is
as much about being an individual as it is
about being part of a team. “It’s all in the

person,” he says. “Some people do it as just
a job...[Orthers] fully ger into it. They take
every aspect of it to the fullest, and love it.
It all depends on the person and their per-
sonality. That's what's cool about being a
messenger. Its so individualistic.”

This juxtaposition of community and
the individual exists at Hurley's Mobius
Cycle, where messengers trick out their
bikes in unique ways and bond around the
shop’s pool, foosball and ping-pong tables.
Though she doesn’t describe it as a “mes-
senger cafe,” Hurley admits that messen-
gers comprise most of her shop’s business.
“We serve the real bike messengers that ride
every day,” she explains.

Hurley, 29, a bike mechanic by trade, got
a job as a messenger in November 2004, a
time of year when it’s difficult to find work

at bike shops because of bad weather. “I al-

ways wanted to be a messenger because I was

always a biker, but [ was afraid of it,” explains
Hurley, who still moonlights as a messenger
because she loves the pace of work and being
out in the city.

But for all the freedom and individuality
found in the local messenger culture, Hur-
ley sees one common thread among the
messenger community.

“They're all a little bit masochistic,” she
says, referring to the grueling nature of
messenger work. “For some reason, that’s
what we all have in common.” @
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