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Harley-Davidson
was founded in a hum-
ble 10 by 15 foot shed
in Milwaukee in 1903.
It was here that
founders 21-year old
William S. Harley and
20-year old Arthur
Davidson built their
first ever motor cycles.
They hand-painted
"Harley-Davidson Motor
Company" on the door,
a name that would be-
come one of America's
most powerful brands.
Serial number one
was one of the first
Harley-Davidson motor
cycles to be built in
the shed in 1903.  The
bike, which bears the
serial number one, was
built to be a racer,

with a 3-1/8 inch bore
and 3-1/2 inch stroke.
Henry Meyer of
Milwaukee, a school
friend of William and
Arthur, bought one of
the first 1903 models.

Founders William Har-
ley and Arthur David-
son were joined by
Arthur's brother,
Walter. By 1906, the
company employed six
full-time staff. William
Davidson, brother to
Arthur and Walter,
joined in 1907.
In the undated photo,
(top right) standing
left to right, are
Arthur Davidson, Wal-
ter Davidson, William
Harley and William
Davidson.

Riding in style
By 1912, business was
booming and construc-
tion of a six-story
headquarters began in
Milwaukee. The advert
(below) a year later
shows an unlikely easy
rider, but suggests the
company was beginning
to establish an image
for its bikes. About
this time, the company
started exporting to
Japan, while its US
dealer network grew to
about 200.

The Harley Factory

Serial Number 1

The Founders
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Roaring 1920s
By 1920, Harley-David-
son had become the
largest motorcycle man-
ufacturer in the world.
This model from 1921
was the first 74-cubic
inch V-twin engine in-
troduced on the JD and
FD models.
A year earlier, Leslie
"Red" Parkhurst had bro-
ken 23 speed records
on a Harley-Davidson
61-cubic inch racing
motorcycle.
The Greatest Sport
By 1931, Harley-David-
son had faced down
most of its competition
in the motorcycle indus-
try. Indian (Hendee
Manufacturing) and
Harley-Davidson were
the two main US manu-

facturers of motorcy-
cles until 1953.
This poster from the
company's marketing
campaign at the time
reflects its free-
wheeling glory days
before the second

world war.

War Years
During the second
world war, production
of civilian bikes was
almost entirely suspend-
ed in favour of military
models. After the war
in 1947, the company
unveiled its first Sport-
ster motorcycle, as
shown here. Harley-Dav-
idson also began selling
what would become the
classic black leather
jacket, adopted by so

many Harley devotees.
Star quality
Harley-Davidson cele-
brates its 50th anniver-
sary in 1953 with a new

"V" shaped logo, in hon-
our of its engine.
In 1956, the new young
star Elvis Presley posed
for the cover of Harley
fanzine The Enthusiast,
sitting on a 1956 model
KH.

1921 74 V-Twin

Elvis on a 1956 KH

Does My Bum Look
Big on This?
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Born to be wild
In 1969 the cult classic,
Easy Rider, provided
the ultimate in product
placement. Starring
Dennis Hopper and Pe-
ter Fonda (below), the
film helped to establish
Harley-Davidson bikers
as leather-clad easy
riders cruising down
the open road. Harley-
Davidson had also be-
come the bike of choice
for the notorious Hell's
Angels biker gang.
Bust & Boom

By the 1980s, the com-
pany had fallen on hard
times after problems
with quality and compe-
tition from imports. But
13 Harley executives

clubbed together to
buy it out in 1981. The
US government also
slapped tariffs on Japa-
nese imports. The Har-
ley revival came in the
1990s. This Sportster
XL1200C Custom was
introduced in 1996.
Hopper & Choppers
The new management
used brand loyalty to

increase sales.
It also founded the
Harley Owners Group,
capitalising on the HOG

nickname for the bike
from the 20s. In Easy
Rider, he cruised the
highways on Billy Bike,
while Peter Fonda rode
the "chopper" Captain
America.

Staying Cool
The company celebrated
its centenary with a
jamboree in Milwaukee.
Harley has tried to
clean up its rebellious
image, but CEO Jeffrey
Bleustein recognises its
lure.

"It certainly doesn't
hurt if there's a little
bit of naughty in the
image. We wouldn't
want to be too sterile."
About 250,000 fans
showed up.

Get Your Motor
Running’

Sportster
XL1200C
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