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The Harley Legend: A Personal Perspective
Three hundred thousand tourists visited my city last month. All arrived throughout the week on motorcycles, particularly Harley-Davidsons. I live in Milwaukee, home of the Harley and the company was celebrating their 100th birthday. This was an event that has been in the planning stages since Harley celebrated their 95th year. It brought in people from around the world who drove, shipped, or rented motorcycles to participate in the four-day event. 

The city was well decorated, the lakefront ablaze in orange and black, Harley’s signature colors. There were Harley flags hanging on the lampposts throughout downtown, all the white lights on the bridges that spanned the Milwaukee River were replaced with orange ones, and the billboards were all welcoming visitors to the birthday event. The downtown alterations included closing of many streets and what was normally considered no parking zones were converted into motorcycle only parking spaces. Motorcycles were allowed to park on the sidewalks, in the medians, and right down the middle of the streets. 

Walking through downtown felt much more cultural than usual as you passed bikers speaking a variety of languages but there was one common theme, black leather attire. And the bikes themselves seem to have a story to tell. Motorcycle license plates from all of the 50 states could be found. Some were very colorful and some were very plain. There were also many foreign plates. It was difficult to tell what country some of them came from because all they had on them was a number, but it wasn’t uncommon to tell the identity from the personalization of the bike at the hands of its proud owner. Most were flying flags of their national origin, which helped us onlookers determine the bikes that came from Poland, Italy, Germany, Hungary, France, and Spain, to name a few. 

You could identify some of the bikes that were ridden across the country as they were covered with bugs, dust, and sun-dried raindrops. As Harley owners go, many like to keep the chrome shiny so a clean bike didn’t necessarily mean that it wasn’t driven a long distance to arrive in Milwaukee. Throughout the city, hotels and restaurants were abuzz with Harleys filling their parking lots and people in black leather viewing maps and meeting in groups. And the sounds of the bikes filled the air; loud pipes were heard from morning until well into the night. This was an event that transformed the city in many ways. 

Harley-Davidson motorcycles have enjoyed a long and interesting history. They’ve had recent successes but their road to success was as bumpy yet as exciting as country rides could be on their motorcycles. It all started in 1901 in a backyard shed in Milwaukee when two men, William Harley and Arthur Davidson, who were mechanics and inventors, wanted to “take the work out of bicycling”. This was a time in history when the horseless carriage was invented and the idea to take a motor and attach it to a bicycle seemed a simple and natural progression. After their experiment worked, two other brothers joined them and with their combined effort they made 3 motorcycles by 1903. Thus, the Harley-Davidson Motorcycle Company was born. 

By 1907 the four men constructed a manufacturing building that produced 150 motorcycles, which were mostly used in police duty.  Within the next two years the men invented the V-Twin engine that doubled the horsepower of previous engines. By 1913, Harley-Davidson motorcycles were dominating racing events in a climate that had 150 motorcycle companies competing for market share. In 1920 the company’s motorcycle dealers could be found in 67 countries around the world. As their motorcycles became more reliable, the Harley-Davidson models were called into action during World War I where 20,000 of the bikes supported Army infantries. In the meantime, in California in 1921 it was a Harley-Davidson motorcycle that became the first to reach a speed of 100 miles per hour. Following the stock market crash of 1929 and the depression years, there were only two motorcycle companies left standing, Harley-Davidson and the Indian Motorcycle Company. Due to conservative management, strong dealer networks, police and military use, and steady exports, Harley-Davidson motorcycles stood the test of time to become a world-class product.

Almost immediately after the attack on Pear Harbor in 1945, Harley-Davidsons were again in demand for their military presence. By the end of World War II, the company sent 90,000 motorcycles to war. As the war ended, Harley-Davidson was back in the business of updating and re-designing its products as new and innovative ideas became available. The 40’s and 50’s brought change as the company founders died and the second generation of company management took over. In 1953, they celebrated their 50th anniversary and that same year, the Indian Motorcycle Company went out of business. The Harley-Davidson was now the undisputed “King of the Road”.  

The 50’s and 60’s saw an explosion of the American motorcycle culture with black leather not only becoming a fashion statement, but a statement of lifestyle. The tough "Wild Ones" image made popular by the Marlon Brando movie of the same name labeled motorcycle enthusiasts as "outlaws". In truth the phenomenon started in the late 40's with returning servicemen who had back pay and a yearn to see the country while trying to deal with the horror of war. 

1963 brought the use of fiberglass into motorcycle manufacturing and Willie G. Davidson joined the company as design director. In 1965 the family ownership ended with a public stock offering and then, in 1969, the company merged with the American Machine and Foundry Company (AMF). The financial strength and resources of AMF aided Harley’s growth as it entered the ‘70s. But in 1969 the competition from new Japanese products coupled with quality problems, which surfaced as a result of rapidly expanding production at all costs, created major problems for Harley. They were losing money and market share fast. 

In 1981, a group of Harley executives signed a letter of intent to purchase the company from AMF.  With improvements in the manufacturing and quality process, some of the flaws in the motorcycles’ design were resolved. In 1983, President Reagan imposed tariffs on Japanese motorcycles, improving the company’s ability to compete against the dominating high-quality foreign manufacturers. To get Harley owners more involved, that same year, the company formed the Harley Owners Group (HOG), which is currently the largest factory-sponsored motorcycle club in the world. By 1986 Harley-Davidson was back to offering stock as a publicly owned and traded company.  

In 1980, Harley-Davidson teamed up with the Muscular Dystrophy Association (MDA) to raise money for their worthwhile efforts to combat diseases. This was a way for motorcycle enthusiasts to help dispel their ‘bad-boy’ image and it also helped the HOG chapters develop a positive relationship within their communities.  To mark the company’s 85th anniversary, Harley-Davidson held a cross-country ride to benefit the MDA. This was the first of many pledge rides that still takes place today. Over the years, raising money for MDA and its great causes have been bringing people who love to ride together with their generous efforts. 

The 90’s brought more improvements to the motorcycles including 5-speed transmissions and fuel injection that are both found on the bikes today. The current Harley-Davidson line starts with Sportsters which are smaller models meant for short rides and getting around town, to Softails and Fat Boys that have the nostalgic look, to Low-Riders and Wide Glides that give you more power, and finally the Ultra Classic and Road King touring bikes for the long haul. One niche that was missing in the Harley-Davidson arsenal was the younger, faster, and sleek sport bike. So in the 90’s Harley-Davidson acquired Buell Motorcycle Company by making stock purchases to become the majority stockholder in the company. 

The newest addition to the company line is the water-cooled engine found on new V-Rod motorcycles. Harley-Davidsons have always had air-cooled engines so this is a drastic change from previous designs. This addition is something that older generation Harley enthusiasts do not necessarily agree with, but the company’s future plans are to gain market share with products to please everyone. Another niche was filled with a product created by the company’s innovation and ability to change with customer demands. 

Harley-Davidson has come full circle and currently enjoys rising sales and profits. Since 1990 Harley-Davidson stock has split 5 times. The company not only enjoys profits from motorcycle sales, it also has a successful line of motor clothes, parts and accessories known as their General Merchandise division. Harley-Davidson also has a financial services division offering financing for motorcycles and insurance coverage. Each division has not only met its goals, but also surpassed them in sales and profits for the first three quarters of this year.

With the magnitude that Harley-Davidson has grown, it is refreshing to see a company give back as much as Harley did when they planned their 100th anniversary birthday bash. A thank you to its customers as immense as this is a rare business move. To be able to be a part of it was something special that probably won’t be repeated.

As the week leading up to the anniversary celebration approached, I was amazed at the cooperation within the city as preparations for this event started to appear wherever I went. The lakefront was a scurry of activity as a stage is constructed and tents are erected in anticipation of the many visitors that would attend. I found myself in awe as I passed a huge charcoal black tent with the word ‘welcome’ sprawled in immense 10-foot letters colored in the signature H-D black and orange in many languages. I recognized the Spanish, German, and Japanese version, and I assumed that it said ‘welcome’ in many other languages that I did not recognize. It was thrilling to think about the many places around the world that people would come from to travel here to the United States to spend time in Milwaukee. How something like a motorcycle company could have such an influence on so many people from so many walks of life was really quite amazing. And that this event was going to bring them all to this one place at the same time was something that would become a once in a lifetime experience.  The impact that it would have on the city and the surrounding suburbs by bringing in tourist dollars certainly is something that cannot be ignored. 

The 2002 demographics from Harley-Davidson’s consumer data show that the average age of a rider is currently 46 and the median income is $78,500. With the average price of a 2002 Harley at $14,000, this is not a small investment. The statistics also show that the number of women riders has increased by 2% every year for the last three years. With that in mind, the image of the tough, grease-under-the-fingernails type guy who built his bike with all the spare parts he could get his hands on changed to the doctors, lawyers, and businessmen who are looking for new thrills in their lives. 

We all had ideas and expectations from past experiences and I had certain expectations of the kind of people that I would meet during the Harley celebration. When I think of motorcycles and the past, I think about the bad boys of the 50’s in their leather jackets belonging to motorcycle clubs that terrorized those who got in their way.  When I was younger I envisioned motorcycle riders as the Hell’s Angels type who had no interest in anything but partying and rowdiness, not afraid of breaking the law.

Growing up I remember a family at the end of our block who had 5 boys who spent their entire summer in the garage building motorcycles. They would push each other down the street to jump-start their bikes and off they would go, loudly, boldly, not caring about stop signs or anyone who might get in their way. But as the years passed, I have come to know many other people who have motorcycles. As a motorcycle owner, I now know how diverse people can be from meeting other riders while traveling. Harley-Davidson has played a large part in changing the image of the company from a machine that was made for the rebellious to something for everyone. They’ve changed their marketing techniques drastically. They started by taking their motorcycles out of the garage-type setting and cleaning and polishing up their showrooms to make them as shiny and fresh as the chrome on their machines. Tile floors and full-glass walls of windows with chrome trim became the standard in motorcycle display.  People in business suits were paying attention. As the company aged so did the riders. As middle-aged men were becoming the target audience for the motorcycles, Harley Davidson had the foresight to capitalize on this group. With the average cost of a motorcycle at $14,000, it made sense to get the customers with above average incomes. 

As we rode through the city streets during the anniversary week celebration, it was not uncommon for someone on a motorcycle to pull up next to us at a stop sign and ask for directions. Between the Wisconsin motorcycle plates on the back of our bikes and the Milwaukee HOG chapter patches on our leather vests, we were an obvious choice for direction givers. Some people were hard to understand, their accents so thick with German or British inflection that I would use the loudness of the pipes as my excuse for not understanding what they were saying to me. I felt a little foolish for not being so worldly enough to be able to cut through the different dialects. One man who asked for directions mentioned he was from Montana and commented on how Lake Michigan looked to him. He jokingly said he thought it was the ocean and he had gone too far east because it looked so big. A couple from Okinawa walked with us and mentioned that they loved the food because it was nothing like their own. For the first time ever, they had bratwurst. We showed them that you really should add the sauerkraut, relish, and onions to get the whole experience. I shared a beer with two men from Cincinnati, shared a table at lunch with a group of French-speaking Canadians, and walked the lakefront with some people from New York. I danced in the street with a man from New Zealand, drank espresso with some women from Italy, and shared a spot on the curb with an elderly couple from the Milwaukee suburbs to watch the Harley parade. 

When the parade of MDA Heroes came by, they had sidecars carrying the children. All were victims of muscular dystrophy and we were waving at them as they were smiling at us, their limbs too tangled from their disease to be able to wave back. As the elderly couple and I shared some tissues to wipe the tears away as they rode by, we felt the powerful emotions brought on by the works of Harley-Davidson. Halfway through the parade I had the elderly couple hollering, “Make some noise!” and “Light ‘em up!” as the Harleys came by. Riders would oblige by cracking the throttle a few times as everyone in the crowd cheered. 

During the four-day event, we rode in a separate parade honoring veterans, police officers, and firemen.  Since my husband is a Vietnam Era veteran, we qualified to ride along. I brought a bag of candy to throw to the crowd; my husband had his American flag mounted on one side of his bike and his Navy flag mounted on the other side. It was a little difficult for me to maneuver in the passenger seat but it was an honor and a privilege to be there. While we waited to line up for the parade we had the opportunity to meet the Army’s paratrooper division who made a parachute jump at the beginning of the Harley party. It was very exciting to meet these extraordinary individuals, but the real treat came when we met Gary Wetzel. He is the first person I have ever met who has earned a Congressional Medal of Honor. His arm has been replaced with a prosthetic, as he lost his in the Vietnam War, which did not stop him from saving his fellow soldiers while rescuing them during an attack. This man has charm and charisma and he is a Harley enthusiast. He works for MDA events through Harley and lights up a room no matter what the event. Someone who has given so much to his country and his fellow man still keeps giving. He is an inspiration to us all. 

Because of the cultural diversity of the many tourists, people watching throughout the long weekend was so much fun. There were a few things that stood out in my mind as we walked through the crowds of people. One of the things that I noticed was the blue jeans. I have never seen anyone iron their blue jeans and there were many people who had creases ironed down the front of their jeans. What I noticed was that everyone who did that came from Europe. The HOG chapter patches gave them away so I started to keep track of where they were from. My theory held true; Europeans like their denim neatly pressed. 

I am not a smoker so the smell of smoke is something that I am not particularly fond of. But I discovered the different scent of French cigarettes. It was much more pleasant than anything I’ve experienced in this country. I also noticed that Americans are a little more sensitive to non-smokers, where the Asian and European people didn’t seem to care. Americans are also more concerned about their space. Sitting in a crowded bistro, local people would ask if it’s OK to share my table, where Europeans would just take any open spot without concern for whoever was next to them. I found that to be an interesting contrast in our cultures. Here in America we take our space for granted, where in foreign countries, space is more of a premium so sharing is not only expected, it is implied.  I enjoyed the diversity in thinking and getting to know people from other places, so it was four days filled with endless delights. 

Thanks to Harley-Davidson Motorcycle Company, the party they threw ended with an all-day free concert. An air show filled the sky over the stage, many boats pulled into the harbor since the concert was on the lakefront, and the grand finale included an amazing fireworks display. The day would not be complete without Harley-Davidson handing over a check to the MDA for $7.2 million. After all, it was Labor Day weekend, and we were on national television during the annual MDA telethon.

I don’t think I will ever get to be in a place where so many people from around the world are together for a universal cause any time soon. I will forever cherish the memories of waving hello to welcome the all the bikers from the overpasses of the expressway as they came into town by the thousands. And I will never forget how quiet it was the day after we waved good-bye to them when they left and the rumble came to an end. 
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