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men taking my picture,  
or wanting to touch me. 

Some even ask for my number  
so we can “Have a good time 
partying later”. It’s not hostile at 
all; only inquisitive, but it’s still 
starting to make me feel slightly 
uncomfortable. I’m hoping when 
The Bikerni arrive I will feel some 
sort of protection in numbers. 
But what if they’re curmudgeonly 
Hells Angels types with an 
obvious disdain for journalists? 
Especially one who has to stand 
in the shade at all times because 
she’s forgotten to apply her 
factor 30. Or what if I get caught 
up in some sort of skirmish being 
a part of this controversial group? 
I really don’t know what to expect. 

But as soon as I see the 
20-strong group gliding en masse 
in a fog of dust through the gates, 
I don’t even care. They are just so 
cool. After animatedly introducing 
myself, it’s obvious that this is an 
incredibly warm, amiable and 
enthusiastic group of women. 
Like me, they’re dressed in jeans, 
or shorts, but with T-shirts 
proudly emblazoned in the 
colourful Bikerni logo. Many of 
them have ridden up to 700 miles 
to reach this festival, but looking 
around me, it’s clear to see just 
how atypical they really are. In the 
crowd of hundreds gathered on 
the dusty, swelteringly hot hilltop, 
there are a comparative handful 
of women. Motorcycle gangs are 
obviously big business here – 
there are countless different 
male-dominated groups milling 
about, identifiable by their 
motorcycle stickers and Eighties 
rock opera names: ‘The Wolfe 
Pack,’ ‘The Free Souls,’ ’The 
Brotherhood of the Highway’ – 
but there’s no-one else quite like 
The Bikerni. “Three years ago you 
wouldn’t have seen a single 
woman at this festival,” Patole 
tells me as we muscle our way 
through the crowds. “When we 
began, people would ridicule us,” 
she says. “I’d be riding on the 
road and men would chase 
me in their cars and try 
and open their doors into 
me so I would fall off,” she 
adds. “I’ve been raced off 
the roads; men have tailed 
me and flashed their 
full-beam headlights in my 
mirror to blind me. Even 
now, men will say, ‘What are 
you trying to achieve? Don’t 

encourage women to do what 
they’re not supposed to do.’” But 
people’s attitudes to the group 
are changing. “Now we’re here 
as a group and people respect 
us,” she says. “They bow down 
to us; they salute us as we go 
past.” It’s true. Countless people 
come up to greet Patole like an 
old friend as we make our way 
through the festival. Their arrival 
is announced on the loudspeaker, 
and both men and women are 
genuinely excited to see them. 
Standing with the group feels 
electric; like I’m in the presence 
of something that truly 
represents change in India. 

Eq ua l i t y f i g h t
Of course, these women can’t 
transform a country single-

subservient to men. They face 
criticism daily, but they still ride, 
because they love it. And by 
actively revelling in a pastime  
that was until recently seen  
as the preserve of their male 
counterparts, their actions speak 
volumes. And it’s not just riding. 
As well as providing a means for 
women to bike together, The 
Bikerni also team up with NGOs 
and women’s groups from around 
India to fundraise and spread 

Once, while riding along a dark 
road at night she came across  
a young woman who had run  
out of fuel and was dragging her 
moped to a petrol station. “There 
was a group of men cat-calling 
her, whispering and getting very 
close,” she explains. “The woman 
was visibly nervous so I swerved 
my bike in front of them and 
shouted, ‘What are you doing!?’ 
They were shocked, mainly 
because it was a woman on  
a motorbike,” she laughs, “but 
they soon backed off.” She 
gravely recalls another similar 

incident, where she pulled 
a penknife on a group of 
men tailgating a young 
rider on a secluded road. 
“They wanted to stop her 
bike so they could do 
something to her,” she says. 
“I dread to think what that 
something was. But I was 
ready to fight tooth and nail 
to save both of our lives.”                   

On a wider scale, women 
across the country are 

sharing in The Bikerni’s efforts to 
ensure the safety of women in 
India. And, although there’s a way 
to go, they are on their way to 
achieving actual political change. 
As a result of an increasing 
number of national protests by 
women following the notorious 
gang rapes, the government has 
pledged to implement stricter 

“Men would chase me in their 
cars and open their doors 

into me so I would fall off”

anti-rape laws including a bill 
containing harsher punishments 
for rapists; and stalking, acid 
attacks and voyeurism are now 
classed as crimes. Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi has also allocated 
the equivalent of £21million to 
combat violence against women 
in cities around the country. He 
has ordered that all buses install 
CCTV cameras and GPS-linked 
tracking devices. On an everyday 
level, women are physically 
fighting back, too. A recent video 
of two sisters taking on their 
would-be attacker on a bus in 
Rohtak in the northern state of 
Haryana, for example, has gone 
viral in the country, alongside the 
hashtag #RohtakBravehearts.   

A da n g e r o u s 
s p o r t
Later, over a lunch of beer and 
roti, the Bikerni are comparing 
injuries (they all have at least  
one war story). Due to  
a combination of family 

handedly (although a number of 
other women-only motorcycle 
crews are forming in response to 
their plight, with names such as 
Riderni, The REgals and Bengal 
Lady Bikers). But what The 
Bikerni do represent is a real 
challenge to a status quo that 
promotes the idea that women 
should be meek, obedient and 

awareness about women’s safety.     
As I prepare to watch some of 

The Bikerni race (Patole is the 
undisputed favourite), I’m 
heartened and moved to learn 
that the group has even rescued 
women from life-threatening 
situations in the past. “I have had 
women come and tell me that 
they were going through an 

abusive relationship – that 
their husband would beat 
them – but that after joining 
The Bikerni they found the 
strength to stand up to him. 
That really touches me,” 
Patole says. She has also 
been forced to save women, 
vigilante-style, from rape and 

molestation on 
India’s roads. 

F e m i n i s t  I n d i a

the bikerni prove dirt 
Track racing in India is 

Not just for men 

Solidarity: the bikerni 
Members unite together 
In the fight for equality 

The bikerni’s newest 
Member, Lizzie styles out 
Her crash landing
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members not wanting them 
to take up the pursuit, and 

men refusing to teach them on 
their bikes, most of them are 
self-taught, and it’s been a bumpy 
ride. They’re an assembly of 
shattered limbs, dislocations and 
burns, all held together by skin 
grafts, screws and metal plates. 
Patole has even suffered a brain 
injury so severe, she has been 
told never to ride again. But that’s 
not an option. “My parents 
begged me to give up,” she says. 
“But I told them I could either live 
a long, unhappy life, or a short 
one but die happy.”            

It’s something I reflect on as  
I finally get a chance to ride with 
The Bikerni, clutching Patole’s 
shoulders as we power 
effortlessly along a dirt road in 
the glare of a burning Indian sun. 
It’s not hard to see why these 
women are so enamoured with 
biking. Granted, I’m not the one in 
control of this motorcycle (that 
would be interesting), but they’re 
not over-exaggerating when they 
say it feels incredible. Riding  
a motorbike is peaceful and 
empowering, and when they 
salute each other with a secret 
horn greeting, I feel a real sense 
of solidarity to be on the road 
with them. The fact that they are 
doing this with such a crucial 
end-goal in mind just makes them 
even more impressive.  

At the moment, The Bikerni 
might only make up a small 
percentage of traffic on India’s 
notoriously busy roads, but just 
by being there, their sheer 
presence speaks volumes.  
“I want there to be chapters of 
The Bikerni in every city and 
every small town across India, 
and I want us to establish groups 
around the world, too,” says 
Patole as we meander down  
a coastal road as the sun sets. 
“We know now that women look 
at us and feel inspired; we want to 
use that power for good. We are  
a generation of women who have 
decided that we don’t want to go 
through what our mothers or our 
grandmothers went through. 
We’re taking a stand and we  
want our influence to be felt 
throughout India, so all women 
have a voice. So that they truly 
believe they can achieve anything 
they want to achieve, regardless 
of their gender.” Here’s to 
the next ride. 

B a s k e t ba  l l 
 Saudi Arabia  Debate still rages when  
it comes to the controversial subject of 
women’s participation in sport in Saudi 
Arabia, but the Jeddah United women’s 
basketball team, founded in 2006, refuse  
to be bound by tradition. They have been 
physically attacked, mocked by the media 
and labelled immoral by the country’s 
religious leaders, but the team now 
competes internationally and the company 
has over 500 members. 

C yc l i n g
 Afghanistan  Female members of the 
Afghan National Cycling Federation face 
dissent every day from people who believe 
Muslim women shouldn’t ride bikes.  
The women have been hit by stones,  
shot at with slingshots, and the team’s  
lead rider Marjan Sadeqi was even knocked 
unconscious after being rammed off the  
road by a motorcyclist. But the women  
are determined to make it to the 2016 
Olympics in Rio.

Ra  p 
 Egypt  At 19, Mayam Mahmoud is Egypt’s 
first ever hijab-wearing rapper. In 2013  
she made it into the finals of Arabs’ Got 
Talent where she rapped about sexual 
harassment and victim-blaming 
(harassment is an endemic problem in 
Egypt with 99.3% of women claiming to 
have been victims in the past). Mahmoud 
claims not to want chart success, but 
instead focuses on challenging oppressive 
gender norms in society.   

T h e a r t s
 Ghana  The Foundation for Female 
Photojournalists (FFP) is the only women’s 
media and art organisation in Ghana.  
As a result of extremely low literacy rates 
throughout the country, the group  
chooses to use art, sculpture, film and 
photojournalism to spread messages  
of equality, sanitation, women’s 
entrepreneurship and the importance  
of empowering young girls by teaching them 
the necessary skills for work.

T H E  W O M E N  T A K I N G  A  S T A N D
Women around the world are turning their hobbies into a force for feminism 
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Jeddah united women’s 
Basketball team

Mayam Mahmoud:
Rapping for change

FFp are empowering 
women in ghana 

through art
Female cyclists breaking 

Barriers in Afghanistan


