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I’m of the mind that Harleys are for old timers. 
Grizzled blokes who ride on the weekends and, 
come Monday, wear a tie to work. They’re the 
bikes of James Dean, Marlon Brando, Peter 
Fonda and Arnold Schwarzenegger. 

More specifically, they’re built for people who 
value comfort over speed, those who want to 
foster a rebel spirit and a passing association with 
outlaws.

This is an image Harley has worked tirelessly to 
change; and it seems they may well have cracked 
the code of appealing to younger riders with 
their ‘Street’ bike series.

You don’t have to think like a  
biker to love a Harley
Standing in the showroom of Sykes Harley-
Davidson in Lewes, I start chatting with Phil, a tall 
fella with a lived-in look about him. 

“Why do you like these wheezing old 
dinosaurs?” I ask. “They leak oil, lack power, the 
brakes are terrible, and it’s a grand-dad bike.”

He pondered my question for a moment. 
“There’s some truth in all of those criticisms. You 
may find some Harley owners will have logical and 
intellectually honest answers.”

A couple of other hardcore Harley riders joined 
in. “The upside of being a heavyweight is you 
don’t get blown around on the road,” says Mark. 
“It won’t win you a superbike race, but it’s not 
half bad for riding across the country.”

This interjection was followed by a series of 
recalls of long journeys they’d undertaken together.

“Then add to the heavy frame a V-twin engine, 
and you have a dream touring machine, volunteered 
Steve. “The stump-pulling torque lets you stay in 
top gear, allowing you to simply roll on the throttle 
without even thinking about gears or speed.”

and how it entraps you
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cruiser style motorcycles have an acclimation 
period with a Harley.

There’s a noticeable difference in riding a 
Harley.

Firstly, you’ve got far less ground clearance 
than your typical touring bike. Cruisers sit 
closer to the ground, and Harley tourers have 
floorboards, which stick out much further 
than footpegs. Also, the exhaust hangs very 
low and will be the next thing to ground out.

The big touring Harley’s have a heel and 
toe shifter for changing gears. If you’ve not 
ridden with this setup before, it can be a bit 
odd getting used to downshifting by stamping 
your heel. 

On modern fuel injected Harley’s, it’s 
imperative to follow the proper starting 
procedure, and wait until the engine light goes 
off before firing the ignition. The engine light 
remains illuminated while the fuel injection 
is priming, and if you fire the bike before it is 
completed, it’ll run rough. 

It takes just a short while in the 
saddle to get the hang of it
Another thing that is totally different about 
riding a Harley is the brakes. In stop and go 
traffic, and at low speeds on rough roads, 
you’ll use the back brake more than the front. 
It’s a lot easier to use the back brake on a 
Harley without locking it up.

The long, heavy and low posture of a 
big cruiser requires that you balance the 
brakes when stopping. The forks on a 
Harley are sprung softly, so when you grab 
a handful of front brake, the Harley’s nose 
dives dramatically as the weight of the bike 
transfers. 

You’ll also need to adapt to the slower 
handling on a Harley. This bike is not for 
throwing into corners, you roll it in. You don’t 
twist the throttle to the stop, you ride the 
wave of torque, and short shift the bike to 
accelerate quickly. You don’t grab a fistful of 
brake lever just before turning into a corner, 
you trail brake and roll through. 

That’s not oil you smell, that’s 
character
The last thing about a Harley that really makes 
it different is the sweet scent of burning oil 
- it’s residual oil in the air intake on the right 
side of the motor.

I know people who are die-hard fans of 
Ducati or Triumph, but nothing quite reaches 
the borderline religious fervour with which 
millions of riders’ view Harley-Davidson. The 
brand has managed to do this since 1903, 
combining longevity of the brand, belonging 

You can make a Harley last 
as long as you want
Newer Harley’s typically have very long service intervals, and while older 
Harleys tend to need lots of attention, it’s usually very easy to give.

 “Sure, the older engines leak, but Harley’s are easy to work on,” says Brian, 
a corporate executive. “I can clean my carburettor with a tea in one hand.” 

Owning a Harley-Davidson makes you part of the pack, a cult, if you 
will. Each Harley rider is adamant their bike is different than any other 
motorcycle on the road. 

If you cast aside the brand identity, I wonder if there’s any real truth to 
that? Are the actual dynamics of riding the bike truly different than any 
other motorcycle? 

In a word, yes. If you’ve never ridden a Harley before, you may be in for 
a shock the first time you saddle up. Even riders with lots of experience on 
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to a group, the whole outlaw thing, escapism 
even.

Leaving the custom workshop, I walk 
through the servicing garage, into Sykes 
Harley-Davidson’s showroom, which is lined 
with row upon row of gleaming Street Rods, 
Roadsters, classic Softails and Tourers – even 
an electric LiveWire. 

There’s a large gathering of leather clad 
bikers posturing around a line of mean-
looking motorcycles that look nothing like 
those inside the showroom. 

“What’s this then?” I asked. 
“These,” says Chris, “are the Fat Boy’s. The 

outrageous kids of the Harley family.”
Immediately my interest is peeked. The 

Fat Boy’s have the ratios and outline of the 
older models, but these have been cut back, 
modernised – industrialised even. Clean, 
contemporary, with a black satin and bronze 
finish, broad back tyres - all a limited edition. 
The Fat Boy has redefined the brand, and now 
appeals to younger riders.

I’m hustled inside for doughnuts, coffee 
and more biking chat, but find myself regularly 
glancing over my shoulder at the collection of 
Fat Boy’s parked outside. This may well be a 
cult I find myself joining. AC

www.sykeshd.com  

Written and photographed by Cindy-Lou Dale


