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Get to Know Your Stock: Harley Davidson

Harley-Davidson, an American icon and the world’s most recognizable motorcycle brand, has been revving its engines for 112 years. The Milwaukee-based company, traded on the New York Stock Exchange under the symbol “HOG,” has built its success through its engineering, enthusiasm and business acumen.
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Next-door neighbors and childhood friends William S. Harley and Arthur Davidson were in their early 20s and employed by the same metal fabricator when they started experimenting with creating gasoline engines for bicycles. Bill, an apprentice draftsman, had previously worked for a local bike manufacturer. Arthur, a pattern maker, had experience making patterns for gasoline engines. 
“After-hours tinkerers” is how Arthur’s great nephew, Willie G. Davidson, describes the duo in his book “100 Years of Harley-Davidson.” They launched their makeshift operations in the Davidson family basement and then moved to a shed behind the house. The young inventors sold their first motorcycle in 1903. 
Harley’s motorcycle-racing tradition dates back to 1908. Years ago, each time the company team won a race it carried around a small pig in a victory lap. That’s how Harley bikes acquired their nickname “hogs.”

Early purchasers of Harley-Davidson motorcycles included police and fire departments and the U.S. Postal Service. To build its brand and stay ahead of its competitors, the company developed an extensive dealer network. By the end of 1912, more than 200 Harley dealers were in operation around the U.S. The company also began exporting motorcycles to Japan that year. 
Harley-Davidson received its first motorcycle order from the U.S. War Department in 1916 as the U.S. army chased Mexican revolutionary Pancho Villa and his rebels along the U.S.-Mexican border. The company quickly provided motorcycles with sidecars that could accommodate mounted machine guns. By 1920, Harley-Davidson ranked as the world’s largest motorcycle manufacturer. 
The company hit a number of speed bumps over time, including slower post-war demand, rising competition from the automobile industry and the Great Depression. But it forged ahead with innovative new products including the Servi-Car, a three-wheeled utility vehicle it produced for nearly 40 years. 
Management attributes much of the company’s recent growth to its global expansion. Last year, international retail sales of new Harley-Davidson motorcycles accounted for 36% of its retail motorcycle sales. It also reclaimed the top market share position in Japan, its second largest market. In the U.S., the company is experiencing its strongest sales growth among young adults, women, African Americans and Hispanics - new riders who will discover, along with Harley itself, that “it’s not the destination, it’s the journey.”
