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				oPPOSITE: A Silent Gray Fellow, this one a single-cylinder machine from 1912.

			

		

		
			
				William S Harley and Arthur Davidson had been friends since school and were both fascinated by engineering. After leaving school, Harley worked as a draughtsman for the bicycle company where Davidson was an artisan, creating original parts that would then be cast or forged for production. In terms of their skills, the pair were well suited to starting an engineering empire.

				In 1901, the 20-year-old Harley drew up plans for a 106cc ‘bicycle motor’. Records of these early days are sketchy, but it’s thought the design started life as a kit engine based on a French De Dion-Bouton motor (the French were an engineering powerhouse back then). 

			

		

		
			
				Starting with singles

			

		

		
			
				The beginning of the 20th century was an extraordinary period for motorcycling, with would-be engineers working on all manner of two-wheeled devices in sheds and workshops around the world. Hundreds of new companies sprang up, each trying to tempt customers away from their horse with affordable, speedy, reliable transport. Most withered almost immediately, but in Milwaukee, USA, two young men were destined to beat the odds in an almost unimaginably successful fashion. 
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				More certain is that the two lads were assisted by Davidson’s brother Walter, a skilled mechanic who worked as a railroad machinist. He added the impetus needed to finish the first prototype, which was completed in 1903. Although no photographs of the machine exist, we know it wasn’t much to get excited about – little more than a bicycle with William Harley’s small engine attached. Inevitably, the performance was poor, and it wasn’t even able to climb Milwaukee’s modest hills.

				MORE POWER!

				Despite the inauspicious start, Walter was enthused enough to join the team, and another machine soon followed – with a far bigger engine. Looking at the design of this 405cc single cylinder, it seems likely our heroes worked closely with Ole Evinrude, another young Milwaukee engineer who went on to 

			

		

		
			
				ABOVE: It's 1907 and William S Harley (third from left) and Arthur Davidson (far left) have been joined by two more Davidsons: Walter (second left) and William (far right).
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				create the vast Evinrude outboard motor company. There are several similarities between the Harley-Davidson (the company was officially incorporated in 1903) and Evinrude motors of the era and some commentators believe he was responsible for the Harley engine’s roller tappets.

				The team were also influenced by the new Merkel bikes that appeared in late 1902, adopting the Merkel’s frame design which looped down and round the engine rather than being a straightforward bicycle-style diamond. Harley’s second model appeared in 1904 and is regarded by many (including the official company historians) as the first real Harley-Davidson motorcycle. The 1903 bike was merely a ‘powered bicycle’.

				And so the adventure began: a Chicago motorcycle enthusiast liked the second model so much he offered to sell 

			

		

		
			
				BELOW: This Serial #1 was not the first Harley – there were prototypes before – but it is definitely the oldest one in existence. It currently sits in the lobby of Harley’s Milwaukee HQ.
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				them in his home town and bought three in 1905, then 24 the following year. In 1906 the team built a factory on Juneau Avenue, where Harley still has offices today, and in 1907 Arthur’s older brother Bill Davidson joined to run the machine shop. The clan was growing. 

				Ever since the first motorcycles appeared, owners had raced them, and as the industry grew, so did the importance of sporting success. The adage ‘win on Sunday, sell on Monday’ was coined in the 1960s but could just as well have applied to Harley’s early years. Walter Davidson had won a few trophies in regional races, but when he scored a perfect 1,000 in the National Endurance Contest held over 356 miles in New York State, the American public took notice. Harley’s advertisements of the day played on the reliability and rugged build quality needed for such a win, but oddly it was 1914 before Bill Harley started a factory race department.

			

		

		
			
				ABOVE: Harley’s single-cylinder board track racers were visions of simplicity. This 9B is from 1913.

				opposite: In 1915 Harley’s adverts sold the respectability and reliability of the company’s first V-twin, the Model 7D. Like other early Harleys it was advertised as a Silent Gray Fellow because of its effective exhaust muffler.

			

		

	
		
			[image: ]
		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				 14 EARLY YEARS

			

		

		
			
				ENTER THE V-TWIN

				Though the modern-day Harley-Davidson is famous for the V-twin, in the early days the company was sluggish to get behind the engine layout – despite it powering Walter to his National Endurance win. Their single-cylinder bikes were selling so well that although Harley did advertise its 880cc Model D V-twin in 1907, not many were actually built because the intake system on pre-1911 bikes made the bike unreliable. The twin was effectively two of the single-cylinder motors joined together, and the single’s suction intake valves didn’t work well pulling air through one carburettor. 

				Once that issue was solved by using a pushrod and rocker to activate the intake valves, the V-twin took off. Soon the bikes came with newfangled rider aids such as lights, a clutch, kickstarter and gears. Before that all Harleys had one gear, no clutch, and were started by running along and jumping on board. To stop, you had to stall the engine.

				By 1915, the Model F – a 989cc V-twin with three gears – outsold all Harley’s other models combined and by 1916 Harley’s total sales were 16,924: a staggering number for a company that was barely over a decade old. 

				The factory itself had changed beyond all recognition. From little more than a double garage-sized workshop with three men hand-building prototypes, Harley-Davidson’s factory had become a 28,000 sq m (300,000 sq ft) operation employing 1,500 people in just ten years. However, despite these numbers, it’s worth remembering that Harley wasn’t yet the dominant force it is now – in 1913 the company produced just 18 per cent of American-built motorcycles. The war was about to change all that. 

			

		

		
			
				opposite: Forty-five degrees between the cylinders, shared crank pin, air-cooling... the 1915 Model F set the template for the next 100 years of Harleys.
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				WORLD WAR I STRIKES

				Though America entered World War I in 1917, Harley-Davidson wasn’t approached by the US military to supply bikes until 1918, when it made 8,000 for the army. Harley went on to supply at least 12,000 more before the end of the war in 1918. The bikes performed well – helping cement Harley’s reputation for reliability – and when the war finished, the company found itself as the world’s largest motorcycle manufacturer.

				This remarkable turn of events was partly due to the European manufacturers having been tied up with war work for longer than Harley, partly thanks to a $3 million bank loan allowing a huge investment in production capability, and partly because of American rivals failing to make it through the war. But it also had a lot to do with Harley’s reputation for rugged reliability going global – after the war nearly 20 per cent of Harley’s production was earmarked for export. 

			

		

		
			
				ABOVE: By 1921, Harley’s Model JD was not just fast, but practical too – note the lights, mudguards, rack and girder front suspension.
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				BELOW: In the 1920s, board track racers like this FD were the fastest, lightest and most extreme motorcycles out there. And the FD was quick – in 1921, one of Harley’s riders averaged over 100 mph during a board track race.

			

		

		
			
				Riding a post-war high, Harley launched the 1213cc (74 cubic inch) Big Twin engine in 1921, fitting it into new JD and FD models. These 18bhp bikes were a hit, but storm clouds were brewing.

				Cars were stealing sales from bikes, not helped by Henry Ford cutting the price of his Model T to the same as Harley’s biggest twin. Given that almost every buyer bought their motorcycle as transport rather than a pastime, this was a serious blow. Plus, a recession was taking hold. Harley posted a loss for the first time in 1921 – selling just 10,202 bikes, down from 28,000 the year before. It would be 21 years before sales reached 1920 levels again. Mind you, it could have been worse. At one point there were over 100 American motorcycle manufacturers in business, but the recession did for most and by 1928 only Harley, Indian, Henderson, Cleveland and Super-X (formerly Excelsior) were left. 
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				OPPOSITE: Harley’s Flathead first arrived in 1929 and was a step up from the old F-head thanks to increased reliability.

			

		

		
			
				Harley’s founders struggled to decide which way to go. Should the company concentrate on police and courier sales, or try to compete with an influx of high-tech high-revving British motorcycles? In the end they attempted to do both by building a 350cc single-cylinder model in 1926 to complement the Big Twins. It came in two forms – an economical side-valve and a high-performance overhead valve version – but both were unsuccessful. American buyers didn’t seem to want little bikes, and new tariffs ruined their chances abroad where smaller bikes were more popular.

				But Harley kept innovating, with both their engineering and product line-up. Having entire model ranges stemming from one engine is commonplace now, but in the 1920s it was rare, and Harley led the way – in 1928 the company had three basic engines yet created 12 separate models from them. And Harley’s development engineers were busy too, introducing the first ever front brake on a production motorcycle in the same year.
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