Kidney Belts 
by Bill Jackson, Senior Archivist
Imagine riding your motorcycle in the 1920s. You loved to ride as much then as you do now, but with some noticeable differences! The road you're on, if it is paved at all, is rough and probably rutted and dotted with potholes. Now imagine that you are riding this road on a motorcycle with no rear suspension! Most of the energy of your rear wheel hitting a bump is going to be transmitted from the wheel through the frame and seat to your lower abdomen. You need to add an article to your riding gear: a kidney belt.
Also called "riding belts," these necessities for early riding were meant to support the lower back in sometime punishing conditions and, more importantly, to reduce the jostling of the rider's kidneys. Given the everyday function of human kidneys, too much exaggerated motion would have required you to pull over far more times than you would have liked! On a more pragmatic level, enough rough riding without support could have actually bruised the rider's kidneys.
What makes kidney belts so historically interesting is that they were one of the first articles of riding wear that were adapted specifically for motorcycle riding, and they were also among the first articles to be personalized by the rider. Archival photos as early as about 1920, show motorcycle riders wearing kidney belts with personalized studs depicting the rider's initials and other designs. Other historical photos over the decades show club riders and rally attendees in their favorite riding belts, both "stock" and highly personalized. Numerous belts in the Archives' collections are as unique and imaginative as motorcycle riders themselves with highlights such as reflectors, hand tooling on the leather and even handles for the rear seat rider.
Harley-Davidson began offering belts to riders in the accessories catalog as early as 1927. The "Brown Cowhide Leather Belt" was offered as a "Grade B" for $3, or, if you wanted to splurge, the "Grade A" was available for $4. In later years, Harley-Davidson offered leather riding belts complete with studs, gems, conchos, pockets and the Bar & Shield logo. Alternatives to the typical flat leather construction were a woven leather configuration for flexibility.
With the arrivals of the 1957 Sportster® motorcycle and the 1958 Duo Glide motorcycle, rear shock absorbers would take most of the punishment of the road. But some riders continued to wear kidney belts, and a few even do so today.

CAPTION
[bookmark: _GoBack]Kidney belts worn by riders during the early days of motorcycling had functional and decorative purposes. 
