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CUSTOM VEHICLE OPERATIONS 
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Chrome Division
H-D 

Each year, the shop-shirted covert agents 
at Harley-Davidson’s exclusive Custom 

Vehicle Operations (CVO) pluck four mod-
els from the H-D lineup and, utilizing an 

arsenal of Screamin’ Eagle performance 
parts, exclusive paint schemes, and 
enough chrome to induce pangs of 
inadequacy in a ’57 Bel Air, recasts 
them into rarified road-ravaging, 

lust-inducing examples of what 
a customer might create with a 

little imagination and a siz-
able slush fund. As further 
entrapment, CVO sup-
plies design, engineer-
ing, parts and labor for 

well below what the 
customer would 
spend using strictly 
legal means. 

The stark real-
ization that CVO 

is entering its sec-
ond decade provides 

one of those disturbing 
indicators that, while 
we may occasionally 

ease off the throttle, 

time does not. What began in 1999 with a gang 
of four H-D employees conscripted to create a 
showcase for the growing Parts & Accessories 
catalog, while utilizing some empty space in the 
York, Pa. plant, has evolved into the Motor Com-
pany’s Skull and Bones Society, an elite organiza-
tion that staffs over 40 employees and functions 
independently from the Motor Company moth-
ership. CVO is responsible for its own market 
research, design, source selection and production. 
More than simply an organizational structure, 
that autonomy is crucial to CVO’s culture. Team 
manager Jeff Smith explains, “Part of our history 
and some of the pride and passion we have today 
comes from being a separate, stand-alone organi-
zation from the Original Equipment group.”

CVO’s first 10 years have been transformative. 
Rolling just 1,800 1340cc Evo-powered FXRs 
with stodgy paint schemes off the line in its inau-
gural year, CVO has expanded to a scheduled 
production capacity of 10,750 crisply tailored fire 
breathers that comprise the 2010 squad. While 
that is a prodigious growth spurt, a large mea-
sure of CVO machines’ appeal derives from their 
exclusivity and scarcity; they account for just four-
percent of H-D’s overall sales. CVO Staff Engineer 
Eric Buckhouse says, “The group has changed a 
lot since its inception, both in size and complexity. 

We try to raise the bar every year. Our cus-
tomers expect it and we expect it.”



The people who make up the CVO program 
are, like the bikes they build, a small, select breed, 
plucked from the cream of Harley-Davidson’s 
OE ranks. Smith, who has been with the pro-
gram nearly since its inception, recalls being on 
the other side of the fence, “drooling over the 
chance” to work for the custom group. Likewise, 
Buckhouse remembers being initially offered a 
six-month stint on a CVO project. “That was 
10 years ago,” he recalls with a laugh.

Not surprisingly, the few job openings 
within the program provoke a flood of appli-
cants. CVO candidates are among the most 
talented and driven in the H-D family. Smith 
stresses that “being a passionate rider and dem-
onstrating the ability to go the extra mile and 
make things happen” are crucial requirements 
for dealing with the heightened expectations of 
the custom division. Rather than focusing on 
the development of a single component, CVO 

team members are responsible for guiding the 
entire bike through its gestation period, from 
inception to delivery. CVO Senior Director Jeff 
Romenesko says of the added responsibility, 
“You have to wear a bigger hat. You have to be 
an entrepreneur.”

The Custom group’s development cycle is 
similar to that of the OE group—bikes emerge 
from a styling concept and evolve through 
several iterations. “We test it, we break it, we 
fix it, then we tool it up,” Smith says. Because 
so much emphasis is placed on the aesthetic 
qualities of CVO machines, the Custom group 
takes pride in its ability to realize the vision 
of H-D’s styling group, an often-daunting 
task considering the sometimes challenging 
input they receive from design gurus Willie G. 
Davidson and Louie Netz, frequently late in 
a project. Romenesko says, “These [bikes] are 
their ultimate vision and we try to deliver that 

vision.” That often includes executing concepts 
that would be implausible on an OE machine.  
Smith adds, “When styling has a vision that’s 
way out there or a bit risky, we like to find a 
way to make it happen.”  

Customer input is another critical compo-
nent of the development process. Staff mem-
bers routinely attend rallies and customer 
events to gauge interest and determine which 
models make it into the lineup. CVO owners 
are an ardent breed. Harley-Davidson research 
shows that they have typically owned and cus-
tomized more Hogs than other customers, and 
those bespoke leather chaps have some deep 
pockets. Despite the fact that CVO machines 
squeak off the showroom floor dripping with 
custom paint jobs and rivers of chrome, the 
average CVO buyer routinely spends far more 
on parts and accessories than do buyers of 
standard Harleys.
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CVO team members are responsible for guiding the 
entire bike through its gestation period

R I D I N G  S T Y L E 
Helmet: H-D Modular Helmet

Jacket: H-D FXRG Perforated Leather

Gloves: H-D Full Finger

Pants: Shift Lowdown

Boots: H-D Magna



Being a small, agile fighting force has its 
practical benefits in turbulent times. With 
a development cycle of 10-to-13 months 
(roughly half that of Harley’s OE group), CVO 
can react quickly to market conditions and 
customer demand. With that kind of flexibility, 
it is no surprise that the CVO Class of 2010 
is geared to the resilient touring segment. As 
Romenesko points out, “Touring bikes are 

selling well— more importantly, touring bikes 
that are low to the ground.” 

CVO SOFTAIL CONVERTIBLE
The brand-new Softail Convertible unseats 

the classically styled Springer as the Softail 
platform’s CVO representative. A kind of high-
functioning multiple personality disorder with 
turn signals, the Convertible’s conceit is both 
simple and shrewd. 

Want to make that multi-state run to Stur-
gis with all the baggerly amenities, but don’t 
feel like cruising the strip sandwiched between 
your luggage and a bug-bloodied windshield? 
Harley’s answer to the drop top allows you to 
tour two-up and saddlebagged, comfortably 
tucked behind a smoked windscreen. When 
short-range sorties are in order, the leather bags 
and fairing-mounted screen, along with the 
passenger pillion, backrest (and presumably, the 
passenger) are ditched without tools in roughly 
the time it takes to recite the Convertible’s 
elaborate trio of color options. 

The Softail Convertible is a prime example 
of CVO’s role as incubator of new styling and 

technology. Most visible in this case are the 
ridged, shuriken-like 18-inch chrome alumi-
num Stinger wheels. 

While the Convertible’s protean nature 
might be its chief selling point, the new Soft-
ail’s ergos and ride character are what won me 
over. Tucking upright and low into the 24.4-
inch seat provokes immediate throttle abuse as 
the rigidly mounted Twin Cam 110B engine 
gulps air through the exposed intake. The low 
seat height makes the bike comfortable and 
easy to handle.

On the road, counterbalanced engine vibes 
fade into the scenery as the hard-pulling engine 
reaches for its claimed peak of 110 ft/lbs of 
torque at 3000 rpm. As the digital speedo 
climbs along with the headwind, the smoked 
shield protects against body blows, but its lim-
ited coverage does little to reduce helmet buf-
feting. The Convertible’s aft suspension is 
slightly lower than that of standard Softails and 
the 3.3 inches of rear travel is sufficient to soak 
up most road ripples. The new 200 rear Dun-
lop radial, while 20mm fatter than its CVO 
brethren, is easily coaxed through footboard 
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scraping turns, while lending some cruiserly 
heft to the Convertible’s hindquarters. Stopping 
power is adequate, even for a 756-pounder 
packing CVO’s added muscle. 

The Softail Convertible succeeds on its per-
formance merits alone. The notion that you’re 
getting two bikes in one is certainly a lagniappe, 
provided you’re not expecting all the comforts 
of a conventional full dress touring bike.

CVO ULTRA CLASSIC
ELECTRA GLIDE

The enduring Ultra Classic Electra Glide 
asks the question, “What do you get the bike 
that has everything?” Already stuffed to the 
topcase with amenities, the Ultra Classic finds 
room for a few more, like the wraparound LED 
Brake/taillight bar and the lambent LED pods 
mounted in the saddlebags.

 Focusing on rider and passenger comfort, 
the Ultra Classic has perhaps the most com-
fortable seat on the market and the lush bag-
ger’s ergonomics make long days in that saddle 
a stress-free affair. At a titanic 924 pounds in 
running order, you might not expect the Ultra 

Classic to handle as well as it does, but ben-
efiting from the upgraded FL chassis, it proves 
to be a nimble giant—a giant with big shoes, 
thanks to the muscular Brembo ABS brakes. All 
that is missing from this stateroom on wheels is 
room service and a minibar.

CVO STREET GLIDE
Fronted by the familiar batwing fairing and 

girded by the newly redesigned FL chassis, the 
stylishly slammed Street Glide boasts all the 
muscular agility of an NBA power forward and 
flashes more chrome than Dennis Rodman. 

While the single-spar, rigid backbone frame 
and new swingarm originally hit the pavement 
in 2009, this year’s CVO rendering of the hot-
rod bagger is a completely reimagined beast. 
Rolling on a pair of gorgeous 18-inch black 
powdercoat and chrome Agitator wheels and 
featuring gold leaf graphics and delicate pin-
striped flames, the curvaceous Street Glide is 
not coy about its sex appeal. 

The Street Glide’s TC 110 makes a claimed 
115 ft/lbs of torque at 3700 rpm, and with the 
bike weighing in at a claimed 848 pounds wet, 
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the extra muscle conspires with the brisk-handling 
chassis to wring the most out of every corner. The 
Road Glide’s successor is lithe and agile through cor-
ners, authoritatively punchy on the highway and stops 
with reassuring ease, courtesy of the smoothly engag-
ing ABS brakes. 

CVO FAT BOB
The Fat Bob punches up the aristocratic proceed-

ings with a little disorderly conduct, returning for its 
second year with a badass new wardrobe. Emphasizing 
the bike’s hooligan character, many of the Fat Bob’s 
shiny parts have been given a muted, smoky chrome 
finish H-D is calling “Midnight Pearl,” which is bound 
to trickle down to the Motor company’s OE machines 
and P&A catalog. The Fat Bob wears the new cast like 
an elegant bruise. 

Last year’s color choices clashed with the Fat Bob’s 
greasy charm—not everyone can pull off Sunrise Yellow 
Pearl. This year, the styling department hit the ball on 
the screws, especially with the Satin Pewter/Sandstone 
Grind option. The subdued tone and finish blends with 
the smoky chrome and perfectly matches the bike’s 
thuggish character. The new-look Fat Bob drops your 
jaw, and then wires it shut. 
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Fire up the Granite powdercoated TC 110 and you will 
see that, mechanically, not much has changed since last year. 
The new distressed leather seat raises you an inch and the 
gear ratios have been massaged, but the Fat Bob still deliv-
ers the solidly planted, nimble handling you would expect 
from the Alpha Dyna. 

Gulping air through the chrome-skull capped Heavy 
Breather intake and spitting fumes from the 2-1-2 Tommy 
Gun exhaust, the Fat Bob punches out 113 ft/lbs of torque 
at 3500 rpm and, in keeping with the bike’s unruly char-
acter, you feel every ounce through the shallow two-plus 
inches of travel on the firm rear shocks. Rugged and 
unruly, the Fat Bob lends CVO a welcome dose of curb 
stomp appeal.

* * *
While Harley-Davidson’s Custom Vehicle Operations 

has grown exponentially since its modest beginnings in 
1999, so has the passion and dedication of the staff. It is 
that devotion that manifests itself year-after-year in these 
rarified exemplars of V-Twin culture. Eric Buckhouse says, 
“It’s never easier the next year, its always harder. With the 
passion in the group, we keep getting it done.” Jeff Smith 
adds, “When you see the first customer on the street, roll-
ing down the road on the bike that you’ve poured your 
lifeblood into, it’s a really rewarding experience.” <<




