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Introduction

Few companies in the world can claim the enduring cultural resonance and storied
legacy of Harley-Davidson. From its humble beginnings in a small Milwaukee shed at
the turn of the twentieth century, Harley-Davidson has not only manufactured
motorcycles—it has crafted a powerful sense of freedom, rebellion, craftsmanship, and
American identity that has found admirers on every continent. The name itself
conjures images of open roads, roaring engines, and a lifestyle that stands apart from
the ordinary, reflecting more than just a fondness for two wheels; it embodies the
spirit of adventure and resilience.

Founded in 1903 by William S. Harley and the Davidson brothers, Harley-Davidson
quickly distinguished itself in the burgeoning world of motorized transportation. Over
the decades, the company not only survived, but thrived amid immense global and
economic turmoil, navigating through the Great Depression, world wars, expanding
competition, and significant shifts in ownership. Its trademark V-twin engine, classic
styling, and commitment to customization fostered a devoted following—one that
includes everyone from everyday riders to celebrities and heads of state.

Harley-Davidson’s history is not merely a chronicle of business triumphs and technical
innovation; it is also a tale of struggle and reinvention. The brand’s journey through
the challenging AMF years, its triumphant return to independent ownership, and the
hard-fought recovery of its reputation illustrate the resilience and spirit that have
always animated the company. Along the way, Harley-Davidson has come to
symbolize much more than motorcycles, serving as an emblem of American
manufacturing, endurance, and self-expression.

In the 21st century, Harley-Davidson faces a new era of challenges and opportunities.
With the rise of global competition, demographic shifts, and the rapidly advancing
world of electric vehicles, the company has embarked on ambitious strategies to
maintain its distinctive place in the market. Initiatives like the “Hardwire” plan and the
spin-off of its LiveWire electric motorcycle brand reflect a willingness to evolve, even
as Harley-Davidson remains steadfastly committed to its core values and dedicated
community.

This book offers a comprehensive journey through Harley-Davidson’s remarkable
evolution: an in-depth look at its origins, battles for survival, landmark engineering
feats, cultural milestones, and the ongoing efforts to adapt and thrive. Through twenty-
five chapters, readers will discover not just the facts and figures, but the people, the
motorcycles, and the mythos that have made Harley-Davidson a nhame recognized in
virtually every corner of the globe.
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As we trace the story of Harley-Davidson—from that first motor-bicycle, through two
world wars, boom and bust cycles, and the electric horizon of tomorrow—we also
explore the profound question at the heart of its enduring appeal: What does it truly
mean to ride, and to live, the legend of Harley-Davidson?
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CHAPTER ONE: The Milwaukee Beginnings:
1901-1907

The dawn of the 20th century was a time of burgeoning innovation, a period when the
very notion of personal transportation was undergoing a radical transformation. In the
bustling city of Milwaukee, Wisconsin, amid the clatter of industry and the promise of
progress, a young man named William S. Harley harbored a vision. At just twenty
years old, in 1901, Harley began to sketch out plans for a small internal combustion
engine, an invention he believed could revolutionize the humble bicycle, turning pedal
power into something far more exhilarating.

Harley’s initial concept was straightforward: a compact engine capable of fitting neatly
within the frame of a standard bicycle, transforming it into a motorized conveyance.
This wasn’t an entirely new idea, as inventors worldwide were tinkering with similar
designs, but Harley possessed a meticulousness and a practical bent that would prove
crucial. His drawings were more than mere dreams; they were blueprints for a tangible
machine.

It wasn't long before Harley's ambition connected with Arthur Davidson, a childhood
friend with an equally keen interest in mechanical pursuits. Their shared passion and
complementary skills formed the bedrock of what would become a legendary
partnership. The two young men, fueled by youthful optimism and an abundance of
ingenuity, began to bring Harley’s designs to life.

Their first workshop was as unassuming as their aspirations were grand: a modest
10x15-foot wooden shed nestled in the backyard of the Davidson family home in
Milwaukee. This humble structure, little more than a glorified lean-to, became the
crucible where the very first Harley-Davidson machine would take shape. It was here,
in 1903, amidst the sawdust and the scent of oil, that they completed their initial
motorized bicycle. This prototype, while functional, served primarily as a learning
experience. Its engine, derived from Harley's early plans, proved underpowered for the
demands of the open road.

Undeterred by this initial limitation, Harley and Davidson immediately set about
refining their design. They understood that success lay in iteration and improvement.
Their next prototype, completed in 1904, featured a significantly larger engine, a
critical upgrade that provided the necessary power and reliability. This second attempt
was a more robust and capable machine, laying the groundwork for what would soon
be offered to the public.
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The year 1905 marked a pivotal moment. With their improved design, William S.
Harley and Arthur Davidson were ready to introduce their creation to the world. The
first production model, officially christened the Harley-Davidson Model No. 1®, rolled
out of that small Milwaukee shed. While production numbers were minuscule by
modern standards, each Model No. 1 represented a tangible step forward for the
nascent company and a testament to the perseverance of its founders.

Word of their innovative motorized bicycles quickly spread beyond the confines of the
Davidson backyard. The demand for these new machines began to grow, exceeding
the capacity of their cramped workshop. It became clear that to meet this burgeoning
interest and to truly scale their operations, they needed a proper factory.

In 1906, just three years after completing their first prototype, Harley and the
Davidson brothers took a significant leap forward. They constructed their first
dedicated factory building on Chestnut Street in Milwaukee. This street would later be
famously renamed Juneau Avenue, a name that would become synonymous with
Harley-Davidson for over a century. That year, their new, albeit still relatively small,
facility produced a total of fifty motorcycles, a substantial increase from their initial
output and a clear indicator of their growing success.

The burgeoning enterprise required a more formal structure to manage its rapid
expansion. On September 17, 1907, Harley-Davidson was officially incorporated. This
legal milestone transformed the informal partnership into a legitimate company, ready
to navigate the complexities of commerce and manufacturing. By this point, the core
quartet of founders was complete. Arthur’s two elder brothers, Walter and William A.
Davidson, had joined the initiative, bringing their own skills and perspectives to the
venture.

Walter Davidson, with his astute business sense and leadership qualities, became the
company'’s first president and general manager. His vision and strategic guidance
would be instrumental in steering Harley-Davidson through its formative years. Arthur
Davidson, whose backyard shed had served as the birthplace of the company, took on
the role of the first general sales manager and secretary, a fitting position for the man
who had helped champion the machine to early customers. William A. Davidson
oversaw the operational side of the business, becoming the first operations manager,
ensuring that the nascent production lines ran as smoothly as possible. And William S.
Harley, the visionary engineer who had first conceived the idea, was appointed chief
engineer and treasurer, continuing to push the boundaries of motorcycle design while
also managing the company’s finances.

The decision to place William S. Harley’s name first in the company’s title was a

deliberate one, a tribute to his initial spark of genius. It was Harley who had drafted
the original plans for the engine, the foundational concept that brought the four men
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together and set in motion the creation of one of America’s most iconic brands.
Though it was a collaborative effort, his early drawings were the catalyst for
everything that followed.

The years between 1901 and 1907 were a whirlwind of innovation, hard work, and
foundational growth. From a single vision sketched on paper to a functioning factory
producing dozens of motorcycles, the Milwaukee beginnings of Harley-Davidson were
characterized by a relentless drive to improve and expand. It was a period when the
seeds of a global phenomenon were sown, in a small shed, on a quiet street in
Milwaukee, by a handful of determined young men who dared to dream of a motorized
future.
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