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Abstract 
Since the 1980s, American cities have been under increasing pressure to exploit local cultural motifs to define 
their images in positive and unique ways. This is especially true in declining urban areas where attracting 
tourism dollars, new residents, and capita,l investment is of even greater urgency. This article explores the most 
recent chapter in Milwaukee's image-making and urban promotional activity. The first section examines how 
the city's promoters constructed a narrative celebrating Milwaukee's apparently uniquely American urban 
texture and culture. The second section chronicles how these same promoters used the 100th Anniversary 
celebration of the Harley-Davidson Corporation to strengthen these motifs, while also attempting to cement 
Milwaukee's image to its most successful remaining figurehead industry. Milwaukee's recent effort at image 
reconstruction was not, however, immune from local political challenges. In fact, the campaign's centerpiece 
project, a proposed Harley-Davidson Museum, generated substantial controversy because its implementation 
would potentially undermine a community-sponsored, grass-roots and "smart growth" plan for Milwaukee's 
central area. This article concludes with a brief examination of this particular struggle over "making place" in 
central Milwaukee. 

Just a few months after the 100tb 

anniversary celebration ofHarley-Davidson brought 
international attention to Milwaukee, Mayor Tom 
Barrett proclaimed that the development of a 
Harley-Davidson museum could help forge a new 
and lasting identity for the city. Speaking at a 
neighborhood meeting on economic development, 
Barrett said that Milwaukee is no longer recognized 
universally as America's "beer capital", or as the 
dominant center of the machine tool industry. But 
with a Harley-Davidson museum, he continued, 
Milwaukee could become associated with the 
motorcycle manufacturer in the same way that 
Indianapolis is linked to amateur sports or 
Cleveland is to its Rock and Roll Hall of Fame. 
The Milwaukee Journal-Sentinel immediately gave 
its enthusiastic approval to Barrett's idea. In a 
piece entitled "Now Hear Milwaukee Roar", the 
paper's editorial board celebrated the common 
council's approval of the $95 million project's 
controversial location, and then went on to boost 
that the Hartey-Davidson facility has, 

"tourism written all over it; the 
museum is projected to bring in 
about 350,000 visitors a year. Given 
Harley global brand loyalty, that 
number doesn't seem excessively 

optimistic" (Milwaukee Journal
Sentinel 2004). 

That a museum devoted to the products of a 
single corporation might become a major·,league 
tourist draw probably seems a bit ofa stretch to the 
average observer. That this same corporation might 
also be presented as the most viable solution to 
Milwaukee's deepening identity crisis might seem 
even more peCUliar. Yet, as a large body of 
geographical research indicates (Harvey 1989; 
Kearns and Philo 1993; Short et al. 1993; Kenny 
1995; Wilson and Wouters 2003; Kenny and 
Zimmerman 2004), American cities have been 
under increasingly intense pressure to exploit local 
cultural motifs - whether they be gentrified 
districts, boutique neighborhoods, new attractions, 
historic architecture, or elements of local culture 
to defme their images in positive and unique ways 
that might attract tourism dollars, new residents, 
and capital investment. Such exercises in 
metropolitan place-promotion continue to be cJearly 
evident in Midwestern cities like Milwaukee, where 
stagnant metropolitan populations, continued 
economic restructuring, and the persistence of 
declining central cities raises the stakes 
considerably on the ability of local "growth 
machines" (Logan and Molotch 1987) to compete 
for investment in a globaJ economic system. 
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This article explores this most recent 
chapter ofMilwaukee's image-making. As is 
always the case when aspects of local culture are 
selectively manipulated for capital gain, 
Milwaukee's newest effort at place-promotion is 
fraught with generalizations and ambiguities. 
Indeed, local discourses about Harley-Davidson are 
not, and have never been, ftxed, stable or clearly
delineated. Scrutinizing the symbolic links between 
the making of Milwaukee's emerging image and the 
city's most successful remaining industrial 
corporation, therefore, reveals numerous threads of 
meaning, some of which are potentially 
contradictory. This article examines four of these: 

The ftrst section chronicles how in recent 
years Milwaukee's image-makers constructed a 
narrative about the city that celebrates its 
uniqueness as an authentic American destination. 
Unlike earlier chapters in the city's promotion that 
highlighted Milwaukee's '"world class" amenities 
and vibrant service-based economy (Kenny 1995), 
this new chapter promotes Milwaukee as a truly 
American place, not ashamed of its industrial metal
bending heritage, and comfortable with a particular 
texture of urbanism and pace of life that are now 
understood as uniquely solid, true and real. 

The second line of inquiry uses travel 
guides, promotional literature and local media 
accounts to demonstrate how these exact same 
codes were deployed during Harley Davidson's 
100th anniversary celebration. In so doing, local 
pundits, journalists and culture-makers promoted 
the idea that the similarities between "Milwaukee 
culture" and the Harley-Davidson motorcycle are 
much more than a simple accident of geography or 
history. Rather, these place-making discourses 
promoted the idea that one could not exist without 
the other. 

The third section examines a persistent sub
narrative that, although equally celebratory, drew a 
somewhat different conclusion about the meaning 
of Milwaukee and the 100th anniversary celebration 
of Harley-Davidson. Emerging outside of 
Milwaukee's official public relations organ, writers 
in Milwaukee's young and professional "creative 
class" refused to see Harley-Davidson as a local 
cultural icon that primarily signifted either 
authenticity or pride in America. Rather, for these 
Milwaukeeans, Harley-Davidson and its products 
potentially lent the city a patina of "cool", 
associated it with economic and corporate success, 
and strongly linked Milwaukee to a profoundly 

resonate icon that has instant global name
recognition. 

Like all efforts at metropolitan place
promotion, Milwaukee's most recent chapter of 
urban image-making has been a selective, 
calculating, and potentially controversial, project. 
Indeed, as Kenny's (1995) work on the "re
presenting" of Milwaukee in the late 1980s and 
early 1990s showed, leaders in Milwaukee's 
African-American community contested both the 
dominant representational strategies of 
Milwaukee's image-making and the associated 
policies which favored disproportionate investment 
in the downtown area at the expense of the central 
city neighborhoods. Milwaukee's most recent 
effort at image reconstruction has not been immune 
to such grass-roots challenges. In fact, the proposed 
Harley-Davidson museum - the project that 
ultimately lays the material groundwork for the 
marriage of the Milwaukee image to the Harley 
mystique - is controversial precisely because it 
undermines a community-sponsored, grass-roots, 
and "smart growth" plan for a wide swath of 
Milwaukee's central city. This article concludes, 
then, with a more detailed examination of how the 
construction of this emerging Milwaukee image has 
been partly contested by at least one interest group 
in the city. 

Re-making Milwaukee's Image: The "Genuine 
American" City 

For nearly a century Milwaukee residents 
and officials took pride in the city's "Beer Capital" 
and '"workingman's town" image. By the 1980's, 
however, the combination of declining popUlation, 
the rise of the Sun belt cities, de-industrialization, 
and perhaps most importantly, the outright collapse 
of Milwaukee's figurehead industrial namesakes, 
resulted in a publicly proclaimed identity crisis 
(Kenny 1995). 

As early as 1988, Milwaukee's promoters 
made an initial attempt at recasting the city's image 
with the launching of the "Great Place on a Great 
Lake" campaign. This slogan realistically 
described any city on the shores of the Great Lakes, 
however, and perhaps more ftttingly described 
Chicago. The "Great Place" campaign, therefore, 
seemed to only reinforce the idea that Milwaukee 
was a declining backwater that had nothing unique . 
to offer. By the mid-1990s it was obvious that the 
campaign was a failure, and thus the same question 
was asked yet again, "What is Milwaukee"? Was 
there some factor that set it apart from other urban 
centers? 
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This subsequent search for an appropriate 
identity for Milwaukee took place within a 
changing cultural backdrop. Evident in everything 
from the heritage industry, to the genealogy rage, to 
the historicist architecture of New Urbanism, the 
search for authenticity was increasingly shaping 
more and more eu ltural practices in the mid- I 990s . 
At the same time, many commentators were 
bemoaning the perceived increasing artificiality of 
American life, whether it was the slick hypocrisy of 
Hollywood, the "fictitious capital" of Wall Street, 
the virtual world unleashed by Silicon Valley, or 
the atomized culture of suburban sprawl (Kunstler 
1996). 

Within this new context the Greater 
Milwaukee Visitor's and Convention Bureau 
(GMYCB) launched their most recent, and much 
more successful, promotional campaign: 
"Milwaukee: the Genuine American City". The 
vaguely industrial symbol (Figure 1) and neo
traditionalist slogan were designed to create a 
breakthrough and distinct image for the city; one 
that rejected any ridiculous claims of being "world 
class" and instead alluded to i mages of the "real 
America", complete with solid architecture, solid 
and tangible products, and solid, yet fun-loving, 
citizens. The very use of the word "American" was 
quite rare in the recent history of urban image
making, and was therefore especially telling. At a 
time of increas)ng trans-nationalism, and when 
every large American city highlights its 
internationalist flavor, the "Genuine American" 
campaign seemed to aggressively assert a patriotic 
stance, while nostalgically recasting the city 
through the cultural atmosphere associated with 
pre-1960s America (Figure 2). 

Figure 1. Milwaukee's symbol. 

Figure 2. Genuine American city? Milwaukee's 
"authentic" urbanism. 

The "Genuine American" campaign still 
promised urban sophistication, but without the 
pretension, intimidation, or haughtiness typically 
identified with Los Angeles and New York. 
Rather, the "Genuine American" campaign 
highlighted Milwaukee's mix of urban renaissance, 
white-ethnic heritage, and the "small town feel" of 
accessible and traditional neighborhoods . The real 
genius of the "Genuine American" campaign was 
that it almost magically converted what were once 
understood as Milwaukee'S chief liabilities into the 
city's most sellable features. Previously 
downplayed in ad copy, Milwaukee's medium size, 
its industrial and European-peasant roots, and 
admittedly middle-of-the road culture, was now 
nostalgically resurrected as the celebrated 
foundation of its "realness" in the present. As the 
lead member of the promotional team put it, 

"A lot of things about Milwaukee are 
truly genuine. It has a strong industrial 
base. It's a city built with strong, hard
working people. It has those values" 
(Filmanowicz 1996). 

Although clearly nostalgic in mood, and 
perhaps politically conservative and masculine in its 
specific cultural codes, this new chapter of place
promotion in Milwaukee was ambiguous enough 
that it could easily be tailored to suit large and 
relatively diverse markets. Note the mi x of "down 
home" and "progressi ve" from the 2003 official 
Milwaukee's Visitor's Guide, a publication that was 
aimed at selling the "Genuine American" 
Milwaukee image to a general traveling audience, 

"Bold. beautiful aDd spectacularly 

progressive - the perfect summation of 
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what Milwaukee is today. Yet, the city 
remains as genuine as ever. It's still the 
place where you can best experience the 
very spirit and values America is built 
on .... You are certain to find a 
cosmopolitan vitality with Midwest 
convenience and friendliness. 
Milwaukee has all that you'd expect 
from a 'city on the move'. Your 
experience here wili include the best in 
music, shopping, dining, and most 
importandy, genuine American 
hospitality. Today more than ever, 
Milwaukee earns its title of the Genuine 
American City" (GMCVB 2003a) 

The Ride Home 
For nearly a decade, Milwaukee's leaders 

planned for the largest international event to take 
place in Wisconsin: the convergence of nearly 
300,000 people to celebrate the lOOth anniversary of 
the Harley-Davidson motorcycle company. With 
over 250,000 motorcycles and roughly 300 events, 
the week-long celebration reached a climax Labor 
Day weekend of 2003 with a three-hour motorcycle 
parade, along with an officiall "Party of the 
Century" held at Milwaukee's downtown 
Lakefront. The sheer magnitude of the event 
meant that hotel rooms were booked months in 
advance within a 100-mile radius of the city, private 
homes were rented for upwards of $5,000 for the 
week, and suburban county fair grounds, as well as 
some city parks and vacant lots, absorbed those 
willing: to camp outdoors. Milwaukeeans, who are 
used to short commutes, happily tolerated a week of 
continuously congested freeways, not to mention 
what was surely one of the loudest convergences of 
humanity and machine in history (Figures 3 and 4) . 

Centennial celebrations for the typical 
American corporation usually pass without so much 
as raising an eyebrow. But as the spectacle of this 
particular week atte.sts, Harley-Davidson .is 
apparently no ordinary American corporation. 
Indeed, few companies receive such a fanatical 
devotion, in this case literally cult-like, to their 
product-line. Although daims that Harley owners 
constitute a single coherent subculture are 
undoubtedly false, talk of the "Harley lifestyle", the 
"Harley mystique", and "Harley values" were 
evident during the 1ooth celebration and related 
activities. These "Har:ley values" remained vague 
in both official and vernacular discourses 
surrounding the event. Yet, a consistently deployed 
theme was that the Harley Davidson motorcycle 
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Central Milwaukee and the 1DOth 
Anniversary Celebration of Hartey-Davidson 
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Figure 3. Central Milwaukee. 

Hgure 4. Bikers gather at Milwaukee's lakefront. 

represents the perfect embodiment of what might be 
called the Middle-American personality: solid and 
genuine, but never pretentious; loud and proud, but 
not flashy; and, as ever, individualistic, freedom 
loving and fiercely patriotic. The mythic Harley 
Man (and increasingly these days, the Harley 
Woman) was cast, as might be expected, in similar 
terms. 

What was less expected to many of the 
participants is that the City of Milwaukee itself was 
now being cast through the same set of symbolic 
codes. Most who came to Milwaukee for the 
anniversary arrived with cartoon images of beers 



and brats, the "Fonz", Laverne and Shirley. What 
they didn't know was that they would be coming to 
see a city whose bricks and mortar personality was, 
like the Harley Davidson motorcycle, solid, 
authentic and unpretentious. The Harley-Davidson 
lOoth anniversary celebration offered Milwaukee's 
promoters the unique opportunity to sell the city's 
new image to a very large, quite wealthy, and 
perhaps most importantly, very receptive 
international market. 

Beers and Gears: Authenticity and the 

Construction of Milwaukee as "Home" 


The prospect of the Harley Davidson 100th 
anniversary meant that Milwaukee's promoters had 
to narrow the narrative spin so as to create 
maximum resonance with 250,000 incoming bikers. 
In this endeavor, at least two somewhat overlapping 
thematic strategies were strongly evident. The first 
is that Milwaukee' s image-makers redoubled their 
efforts to present the city as a symbol ic center of 
purely American traditions; as a place that, unlike 
New York, LA, or even Chicago, celebrated what 
might be called the "culture of pride" in America. 
In the offici1aj "Biker's Guide" to Milwaukee, for 
example, the GMCVB downplayed the notion of 
the city as a cosmopolitan center, and instead 
presented the city in quasi-religious terms as a 
birthplace of just these types of American traditions. 
The introduction to the guide, which is framed with 
images of motorcycles and Miller Beer, begins 
with, 

"Welcome to Milwaukee, the Genuine 

American City and proud host of the 


thHarley-Da vidson 100 anniversary 

Celebration! Since 1903, the rumble of 

the legendary Harley-Davidson 

motorcycle has been a Milwaukee 

tradition. Milwaukee's traditions not 

only define our city but also are at the 

ve~)' soul of its essence. That's why it's 

only fitting that this prestigious 

American event be held in the Genuine 

American City" (GMCVB 2003b). 


That Milwaukee might be a crowd-pleaser 
for the "Beers and Gears" demographic alluded to 
the second motif central to the discourses 
surrounding the 100th anniversary celebration; that 
is, Milwaukee was consistently presented as a 
natural "home" to the American biker community, 
as a unique American place where bikers could feel 
comfortable to be themselves, and biker values, 

whatever they might be, were reflected in the very 
cu lture and fabric of the city. Note how the 
GMCVB, in an article entitled "Hog Heaven : 
there's no better place to celebrate Harley-Davidson 
than in its hometown", describes the texture of 
Milwaukee and its people: 

"It's a city without pretensions, where 
locals work hard and live hard, 
embracing the heritage of early 
immigrants by taking pride in 
craftsmanship, integrity, and 
hospitality." (GMCVB 2003b). 

The key phrases, "work hard", "live hard", 
"heritage of the early immigrants", 
"craftsmanship", and "hospitality" taken 
individually are revealing. Reading between the 
lines, in fact, they seem to convey the image that 
Milwaukee is a city full of hard-working, party
animal, gearheads, who, by the way, are white 
(early immigrants) and wm go out of their way to 
wave to you on the street. This is an extreme 
exaggeration, no doubt, but still a perfect symbolic 
match for our generalized social fantasies of what 
Bikers are supposed to be, and, it might be added, 
how Bikers might like to imagine themselves. 

Perhaps pointing to the evocative power of 
just these kinds of well-orchestrated promotional 
campaigns, nearly identical themes were 
consistently found on the opinion pages of the 
Milwaukee 10urna.I-Sentinel. In one particularly 
revealing piece, entitled "Hog Heaven: Mi ~l waukee 

finds new pride in Harley Davidson", Milwaukee's 
most establ ished local historian, 10hn Gurda, argued 
that Harley-Davidson has now joined beer as the 
consumer product on which the city both hangs its 
reputation and is understood in the popular 
imagination . Highlighting the resemblance between 
the Harley-Davidson motorcycle and its hometown, 
the article concluded with this comparison that 
would certainly meet the GMVCB's approval: 

"The similarities between Milwaukee 
and its home-grown machine are more 
than skin deep. Both city and cycle are 
more substantial than streamli ned, 
more steak than sizzle. Both are 
rooted in a warts-and-all tradition of 
hard work and e lemental honesty . 
Harley-Davidson is an American 
classic based in a 'Genuine America[)' 
city" (Gurda 2003). 
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The idea that the Harley-Davidson 
motorcycle and Milwaukee might be a natural fit, 
however, migrated well beyond the rarefied worlds 
of journalism and urban public relations. Indeed, 
the impression that the city, along with perhaps 
Sturgis and Daytona, is the unofficial American 
"Biker Mecca" is not even necessarily new . Rather, 
the connection slowly crystallized over the course 
of the last fifteen years as Harley-Davidson 
organized similar, but much smaller, birthday 
bashes in the city. As the owner of one dealership 
in the metro area put it, 

"Milwaukee has the reputation 

as being the most rider friendly city in 

the world ....Our riders have been very 

well received in Milwaukee for the 

85lh, 90lh, and 95lh and there are a lot of 

Harley riders that consider Milwaukee 

as a second home" (Murphy 2003). 


During the 100lh anniversary this 
"Milwaukee as Mecca" maxim rocketed out of the 
vernacular and became an irresistible theme within 
nearly all modes of discourse. The Milwaukee 
Journal-Sentinel, for example, opined throughout its 
coverage as it did in this August 28lh headline, "A 
River of Iron Flows Home" (Johnson 2003). 
Meanwhile, the Harley-Davidson Corporation , 
never one to shy away from a marketing 
opportunity that might shore up consumer identity 
and loyalty, plastered the city with a variety of 
banners and billboards, one of which read 
"Thousands of Brothers and Sisters: One Birthday. 
Welcome Home" (Figure 5). Meanwhile, the four 
organized routes that led thousands of bikers from 
every corner of the country to Mi Iwaukee were 
officially called "The Ride Home" . 

Figure 5. One of the many banners celebrating the 
IOOlh. 

Milwaukeeans themselves were not 
immune from such depictions, and in fact, they 
became in some instances the most vocal and 
visible participants in such representational 
strategies. Block parties throughout the city, for 
example, were littered with hand-made signs that 
presented Milwaukee as "home". One of the most 
enterprising read, "Official Milwaukee Brats: 
Don't leave 'home' without one" (Figure 6). The 
most dramatic spectacle, however, occurred on the 
official arriva:1 day, when thousands of 
Milwaukeeans crowded onto more than fifty 
freeway overpasses to greet the hundreds of 
thousands of incoming bikers. Many carried signs 
that read "Welcome Home", or "Welcome 
Milwaukee Iron" (Figure 7). Wtlen interviewed by 
the Journal-Sentinel as to why exact,ly she had spent 
the afternoon on a freeway overpass, one participant 
pointed to the same themes of place, community, 
and patriotism. She said that, 

"It's another way Americans can corne 

together and celebrate something 

uniquely American. It reminds me a 

little of when we lived in Michigan in 

'84 and they ran the Olympic torch 

past. It was the same community 

feeling" (Johnson 2003). 


The same spectacle occurred in reverse on 
Labor Day, when albeit smaller crowds of gatherers 
carried signs that said "Thanks for coming", and 
"Sorry about Elton"; a reference to the not-so-well
received final act of Sunday's "Official Party". 

Hip and Slick: Harley-Davidson as Icon for 
Milwaukee's "creative class" 

While the GMCVB and leading newspapers 
were busy promoting Milwaukee as the natural 
home of Harley culture, other groups in the city 
constructed alternative meanings about the 100lh 
anniversary celebration. These particular 
narratives, although equaHy positive and generally 
celebratory, explicitly rejected the central motifs of 
patriotism and the culture of muscular industrialism 
associated with the GMVCB's campaign. Rather, 
they presented Harley-Davidson as a Milwaukee 
icon associated with cool, corporate success and 
innovati ve engineering and design. 

The most explicit attempt to do so was 
articulated by members of what might be called 
Milwaukee's "creative class", or young, college~ 

educated professionals in the creative fields (Florida 
2002). Members of the creative class are not 
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Figure 6. One of the many hand-made signs that 
dotted block parties across Milwaukee. 

Figure 7. Milwaukeeans welcome riders "home" . 

generally understood as the typical Harley owner. 
Yet, for some members of Milwaukee's creative 
class the Harley-Davidson Corporation is one of the 
few things about their hometown that they're not 
embarrassed about. Take, for example, how DIG, 
one of Milwaukee's glossy creative class 
magazines, celebrated the looth anniversary party 
through the lens of progressive redemption from the 
old ways of thinking about Milwaukee. The article 
begins somewhat defensively with, 

"The outside world can get rid of those 

tired Laverne and Shirley references, 

throw out the brat jokes and scrap the 

idea that Milwaukee is nothing more 

than a cheese-head-wearing, beer

bellied, blue-collar town. For a few 
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the Milwaukee Art Museum. 
Milwaukee has spent years revitalizing 
a downtown that just a decade ago 
locked its doors at 5 p. m ... .The c ity 
takes the international stage during the 
I ooth Anniversary and gets a chance LO 

show itself off." (Murphy 2003) (see 
Figure 8). 

days in late August, Milwaukee will be 
the center of cool" (Murphy 2003). 

Harley-Davidson's recent and dramatic 
financial turnaround, quite fittingly, was used by 
this same group as a metaphor for the ongoing 
economic renaissance within the city of Milwaukee 
itself. Indeed, paralleling almost exactly the 
fortunes of the Harley Davidson Corporation, 
Milwaukee's downtown and adjacent central city 
neighborhoods were radically restructured over the 
course of the last two decades. Nearly 4,000 lofts, 
condominiums and townhouses were built since 
J 990, the Milwaukee River was converted from an 
ignored industrial sewer into an accessible 
recreation and entertainment corridor, and serious 
urban nightlife finally made its Milwaukee debut. 
As is the case in other American cities, the material 
rebirth of downtown Milwaukee was structured 
around satisfying the lifestyle needs of its growing 
creative class. This particular group, therefore, had 
a vested interest in highlighting and promoting 
representations of this "new Milwaukee" (Ley 
1980; Warde \991; Hamnett and Butler 1994; 
Smith 1996) . 

Members of Milwaukee's creative class 
still tended to conflate Milwaukee's image with that 
of Harley-Davidson's. But they did so in ways that 
were less nostalgic in mood, less concerned with 
the promotion of authentic urbanism, and more 
oriented towards the possibilities of Milwaukee's 
future urban texture. The following passage is 
especially telling because it links the image 
makeover of Milwaukee to the image makeover of 
the Harley-Davidson motorcycle, while also 
positively comparing the innovative design of 
Harley's new products to the innovative design of 
the "new Milwaukee", 

"Milwaukee is a city trying to achieve 
a similar image turn-around [to Harley
Davidson]. In 2001 as Harley
Davidson was unveiling its sleekly 
new V -Rod, the city was showing off 
its sleekly new Calatrava addition at 



}<'igure 8. The "new Milwaukee": Calatrava
designed art museum. 

Nonetheless, members of Milwaukee's 
creative class were not entirely immune from 
echoing the rhetoric of Milwaukee Mayor Barrett, 
the major newspapers and the GMVCB. The same 
article concludes by making a strong claim for the 
role that Harley-Davidson should play in the 
reconstruction of the Milwaukee's image, 

"Milwaukee is a perfect fit for a 
company like Harley-Davidson. The 
hard-working, resilient nature of the 
city mirrors the Harley ethic, and 
without the big bikes, Brew City just 
wouldn't be the same. Most of the 
Beer Barons that gave Milwaukee its 
nickname and identity have left town, 
and it's been Harley-Davidson's job to 
help fill the void and provide a positive 
image for Milwaukee" (Murphy 2003). 

The Cultural-Poljtics of Making Place: 
"Corporate-Center Growth" versus "Smart 
Growth"? 

Almost no one in Milwaukee protested the 
100lh anniversary celebration of Harley-Davidson. 
Even fewer contested the image-making campaign 
of the GMVCB and the dominant discourses about 
the meaning of Harley-Davidson that were 
communicated to the metropolitan community. 
There were numerous complaints issued about 
noise, traffic, and inconvenience, but when the 
events concluded, the anticipated number of 
grievances was much less than expected. Residents 
who thought they might be irritated by the spectacle 
had left Milwaukee for the Labor Day weekend 
anyway. 

This has not been the case, however, with 
the planning for the Harley-Davidson museum, the 

project that is now being presented as the 
cornerstone to cementing Milwaukee's image 
permanently to Harley-Davidson. The proposed 
$95 million Harley-Davidson museum is 
controversial for numerous reasons. In a pattern 
typical of downtown mega-projects, controversy 
over the amount of public subsidies for the 
proposed museum has pitted neighborhood groups 
against a coalition of land-based, corporate, and 
downtown interest groups (Logan and Molotch 
1987; Rast 2001). The City of Milwaukee plans to 
spend at least $20 million in tax dollars to remove 
the current occupant of the site, a Department of 
Public Works yard, while spending yet another $7 
million for site improvements through a Tax 
Increment Finance (TIF) district. This amounts to a 
nearly $30 million direct public subsidy to a highly
profitable private corporation . Many question 
whether this is a socially-just policy move in an era 
characterized by mounting public budget deficits, 
and perhaps more significantly, at a time when 
persistent and extreme social disparities and 
radically uneven development patterns exist across 
the city of Milwaukee (Rondy 2004a). 

The most controversial element of the 
proposed Harley-Davidson museum is its 
geographic site. The location is a prime piece of 
urban real estate within walking distance of 
downtown and surrounded on three sides by water 
and also by the new $46 million Sixth Street 
viaduct. Even more importantly, the proposed site 
straddles a clear transition zone between the rapidly 
gentrifying Walker's Point neighborhood to the east 
and the vast expanse of declining industry and 
brownfields that constitute Milwaukee's 
Menomonee Valley to the west. From the 1870s to 
the 1970s, the Menomonee River Valley was the 
epicenter of the Milwaukee economy's industrial 
might, housing a motley assemblage of 
slaughterhouses and grain elevators, leather 
tanneries and railroad yards, as welT as some of the 
city's signature industrial corporations, including 
Falk and Harnischfeger. The Menomonee River 
Valley was also Milwaukee's own "Mason-Dixon 
Line", a physical barrier that materially and 
symbolically separated the city into racially
segregated zones. 

It should come as no surprise that so much 
attention has been directed at redeveloping this 
particular part of the central city. The current 
planning document for the Valley envisions 
rebuilding the area as Milwaukee's economic 
lifeline, as well as mending the racial divisions that 
have plagued the city for much of the last century. 
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Produced by a local community center that 
represents the working-class neighborhoods 
adjacent to the Valley, and by a consortium cailled 
the Menomonee Valley Partners (MVP), the plan 
employs the vocabulary of "smart growth" and is 
founded on the principles of environmental 
sustainability, access to environmental amenities, as 
well as on the production of mixed-use and 
socially-diverse neighborhoods, family-supporting 
jobs and high-quality civic and pedestrian space 
(Rondy 2004b). The proposed Harley-Davidson 
museum is seen by the authors of the MVP plan as 
the greatest threat to its implementation. This is 
because the proposed museum occupies the 
"gateway site" to the Valley that was expected to be 
the demonstration area for how smart growth 
principles might re-weave Milwaukee's disparate 
neighborhoods imto a cohesive and economically 
prosperous whole (Rondy 2004b). 

The proposed Harley-Davidson museum, in 
fact, arguably contradicts and undermines nearly 
every one of the "smart growth" planning principles 
envisioned for the Valley. Harley-Davidson plans 
to reconstruct the street grid on the 20-acre site, but 
the entire area will be subject to closure and 
privatization whenever the company sees fit. The 
new streets and riverfront walkways will not be 
truly public and accessible as the MVP plan 
recommends. Rather, they will serve as a private 
framing-ground for Harley-Davidson ' s corporate
sponsored events. Even more, the current proposal 
calls for large, environmentally-unfriendly surface 
parking lots just to the west of the site and 
immediately adjacent to the new and 
architecturally-stunning Sixth Street viaduct (Figure 
9). As a leading architect for MVP, and outspoken 
opponent of the Harley museum, Linda Keane, put 
it, 

"That Sixth Street viaduct was meant 

to be a gateway to the Menomonee 

Valley. How does it [the Harley 

museum] connect to the city fabric? Is 

it mixed-use, mixed development, 

green, and a civic open space? What 

they build , what they leave, has to be 

useful for the rest of the city. And, 

there are ways of doing that. They can 

build civic places for a city. Nobody 

can tell me that parking lots west of the 

Sixth Street viaduct address the 

Menomonee Valley vision" (Rondy 

2004b). 


Figure 9. The gateway to the "new Valley": the 
Sixth Street viaduct. 

Job creation is also an issue for the MVP. 
Harley-Davidson promises to create 585 jobs in the 
heart of central Milwaukee. Most of these jobs, 
however, are not what the MVP considers "family
supporting", but are low-paying service jobs not in 
sync with the "smart growth" economic vision for 
the Valley. Finally, and very significantly for a city 
that is increasingly staking its future on the creation 
of authentic urban places, the new Harley-Davidson 
museum site is not slated to be a mixed-use 
development. Nor does its design enter into a 
stylistic dialogue with the surrounding urban fabric. 
Rather, it is argued by detractors that the 
development conforms aesthetically to the mono
functional pattern and sterile vocabulary of the 
suburban office park; a privatized "dead space" that 
wholly contradicts the public-oriented "smart 
growth" vision outlined by the MVP. 

ConcJusion: A "Genuine American" City for 
Everyone? 

Despite sustained opposition by the MVP 
and other central area community groups, the 
proposed Harley-Davidson museu m will in all 
likelihood be built on the proposed site. Supporters 
of the museum cleared the most serious hurdle in 
May of 2004, when the Milwaukee common 
council approved both the plan and the financing 
package by an e leven to four vole. 1n a patlem thal 
is highly typical of local "growlh machines" (Logan 
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and Molotch 1987), a coalition of downtown 

interest groups and a pliant mainstream media 

worked to marginalize the alternative and 

neighborhood-based plans. Without even 

mentioning the controversy over the site, for 

example, the Mi lwaukee Journal-Sentinel editorial 
board excitedly proclaimed that, 

" ... the city last week got off to an 

appropriately roaring start in its image 

makeover. By an 11-4 vote, the 

Common Council approved a $95 

million project to locate the Harley 

museum in the Menomonee Valley, 

which is undergoing a dramatic 

makeover of its own." (Mi Iwaukee 

Journal Sentinel 2004) . 


As many geographers have argued, efforts 
at metropolitan place-promotion and image 
regeneration nearly always produce contradictory 
results benefiting certain interest groups while 
marginalizing others (Harvey 1989; Kearns and 
Philo 1993; Kenny 1995; Brenner and Theodore 
2002; Kenny and Zimmerman 2004). This is true 
with Milwaukee's most recent chapter of urban 
place promotion as well. When the Harley
Davidson museum is completed and operational, it 
will certainly propel the reconstruction of the 
Milwaukee image spearheaded by the GMVCB. It 
will al so inevitably put the city squarely on the 
international map as a second "home" to (mainly 
middle-class) Harley riders and enthusiasts across 
the globe; something that the promoters of 
Milwaukee's new image would certainly applaud. 
The museum will also benefit small businesses and 
certain land-based interest groups, especially those 
in the adjacent and already revitalizing downtown 
neighborhoods of West Town, Walker's Point and 
the Third Ward, where numerous restaurants, 
hotels, bars and cafes expect to benefit from the 
predicted $78 million in annual tourism dollars that 
the museum will attract (Simac 2004). At the same 
time, however, the selective nature of place 
promotion under the "Genuine American" 
campaign will also potentially work to the 
disadvantage of those interest groups excluded from 
the central area "growth coalition". The working
dass residents of the neighborhoods of Walker 
Square, Clarke Square and Silver City, those that 
sponsored the MVP plan, will not profit from the 
construction of the Harley-Davidson museum in the 
same way that they would have from the careful 

implementation of the "smart growth" plan. 
Whether the Harley Davidson museum completely 
undermines this "smart growth" vision for the 
central area remains to be seen. Whether or not 
Milwaukee will become a "Genuine American" 
City for all of its residents remains to be seen as 
well. 
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