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THE 1976 HARLEY DAVIDSON BICENTENNIAL EDITION:
A ROLLING MONUMENT TO AMERICAN FREEDOM

There are motorcycles, and then there are artifacts of history.
Rarely do the two intersect as perfectly as they did in 1976, when
the Milwaukee-based titan, Harley-Davidson, released a model
that perfectly encapsulated the spirit of a nation celebrating its
200th birthday. The 1976 Harley Davidson Bicentennial
Edition is far more than just a vintage bike; it is a time capsule
on two wheels, a rolling tribute to American heritage, and one of
the most collectible production motorcycles ever made. For
collectors and enthusiasts, securing a well-preserved example of
this model is akin to owning a piece of the country's social fabric,
a powerful symbol of patriotism and Americana that resonates as
strongly today as it did nearly five decades ago.

The Historical Context of

1976

To truly understand the significance of the 1976 Harley
Davidson Bicentennial Edition, one must first appreciate the
mood of the United States in the mid-1970s. After the social
turbulence of the Vietham War and the Watergate scandal, the
Bicentennial was more than a birthday party; it was a collective
effort to rediscover and reaffirm national pride. The country was
awash in a sea of red, white, and blue. Every product, from cereal
boxes to automobiles, received a patriotic makeover. However,
no commercial product captured the raw, independent spirit of
the "Spirit of '76" quite like the Harley-Davidson. The Motor
Company, already an icon of American manufacturing and
rebellious freedom, was the perfect vessel for this
commemorative effort.

Harley-Davidson answered the call of history not with a timid
decal, but with a full-scale, dazzling paint scheme that has since
become legendary. The 1976 Harley Davidson Bicentennial
Edition was not just an option; it was a statement. It declared
that the rider was part of a grand American tradition, a lineage of
explorers, builders, and free thinkers.
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Decoding the Iconic Paint
Scheme

The single most defining feature of the 1976 Harley Davidson
Bicentennial Edition is, without a doubt, the factory paint job. It
was a masterpiece of 1970s design and craftsmanship, officially
referred to as the "Liberty Edition" paint scheme. While the
standard models were available in more mundane colors, the
Bicentennial models were adorned in a specific configuration that
is instantly recognizable.

e The Base Color: The primary color was a brilliant, deep
Candy Red, sometimes layered over a gold base, giving it a
rich, metallic depth that seemed to glow in the sunlight.

e The White Accents: Broad, sweeping white panels graced
the fuel tank and saddlebags (on touring models). These
weren't just simple stripes; they were carefully designed,
flowing shapes that complemented the bike's curves.

e The Blue Eagle: On the front fender and the rear of the
saddlebags, a stylized, majestic American eagle was
painted in a striking shade of Air Force Blue. This wasn't a
sticker; it was a hand-painted and masked decal, adding a
layer of artistry and exclusivity.

¢ Gold Pinstriping: Separating the red and white panels
was delicate yet bold gold pinstriping. This touch of luxury
elevated the entire look, giving it a custom, high-end feel
that was far above the standard production line fare.

e The "1776-1976" Marking: While subtle, the inclusion of
the bicentennial years on the side covers served as a
constant reminder of the bike's special place in history.

This paint scheme was not just eye-catching; it was a complex
and expensive process. It required multiple coats and skilled
hand-labor, which is why these models commanded a premium
price even when new. The result was a motorcycle that looked
less like a transportation device and more like a piece of kinetic
sculpture, a parade float ready for a cross-country ride.

Which Models Received the
Bicentennial Treatment?

One common misconception is that the 1976 Harley Davidson
Bicentennial Edition was a single model. In reality, Harley-
Davidson spread the patriotic love across several of its most
popular platforms. The "Liberty" or "Bicentennial" paint was
available on the following key models, making it a family of
special editions rather than a lone variant.

THE FLH ELECTRA GLIDE

The king of the touring line, the FLH Electra Glide, was the most
natural canvas for the Bicentennial treatment. With its massive
fuel tank, full saddlebags, and large front fender, the Electra
Glide provided ample space for the red, white, and blue artwork.
A fully loaded Bicentennial Electra Glide is the holy grail for many
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collectors. It represented the ultimate American road trip
machine, dressed in the ultimate American uniform.

THE FLH SHOVELHEAD

Under the tank of every Bicentennial model was the legendary,
yet divisive, Shovelhead engine. This 74 cubic inch (1200cc) V-
twin was the heart of Harley-Davidson in the 1970s. While known
for its character, leaks, and vibration, in the context of the 1976
Harley Davidson Bicentennial Edition, it becomes a defining
element. The raw, untamed power of the Shovelhead perfectly
matched the rugged, independent image the bike was projecting.

THE FX SUPER GLIDE

The FX Super Glide, the bike that started the factory custom
movement, also received the Bicentennial paint. On this lighter,
more agile model, the patriotic scheme took on a different
character. It was less about grand touring and more about in-
your-face rebellion. A Bicentennial Super Glide is a rare bird, a
combination of the first "factory custom" with a truly unique paint
job.

What Makes the
Bicentennial Edition So

Collectible?

The collectibility of the 1976 Harley Davidson Bicentennial
Edition is built on a rock-solid foundation of several key factors.
It is not a fleeting trend; it is a pillar of the vintage motorcycle
market.

1. Singularity of Year: The bicentennial was a one-time
event. You cannot replicate 1976. This gives the bike an
inherent, non-negotiable historical anchor.

2. Factory Authenticity: Unlike custom paint jobs that any
owner could apply, the Bicentennial scheme is a
documented, factory-original option. The value is locked
into the bike's original identity.

3. Aesthetic Appeal: Simply put, the bike is gorgeous. The
color combination is timeless and universally appealing,
even to non-motorcycle enthusiasts. It is a piece of
American pop art.

4. Cultural Significance: The bike captures a specific
moment in cultural history. It represents a nation’s desire
for unity and celebration. Owning one is like owning a
physical piece of that feeling.

5. Provenance and Documentation: For top-dollar
examples, having the original sales paperwork, owner's
manual, and even the factory correct tool kit significantly
increases value. A documented, un-restored example is the
peak of the market.



Spotting an Original vs. a
Replica

Given the desirability of the 1976 Harley Davidson
Bicentennial Edition, the market has, unfortunately, seen its
share of fakes. Unscrupulous sellers have been known to take a
standard 1976 model and repaint it in the Bicentennial colors,
hoping to catch an unwary buyer. Here is how to authenticate a
potential purchase:

¢ VIN Number: This is the first and most important step. The
Vehicle Identification Number (VIN) must decode to a 1976
model. More importantly, the VIN should correspond to a
model that was eligible for the Bicentennial paint (e.g., an
FL or FX frame).

¢ Paint Code: Look for the original paint code on the frame
neck. The code for the Bicentennial red is typically well-
documented among enthusiast forums and parts guides. If
the code points to a standard black or blue bike, the paint
is not original.

* Masking and Flaws: A poorly executed replica will have
straight lines, no "orange peel" texture, or modern clear
coat. An original will show signs of 1970s factory painting
techniques: slight overspray in hidden areas, runs in the
clear coat, and the specific texture of the original decals.

* Overall Condition: Be wary of a bike that is "too perfect."
An original bike will have patina consistent with its age. A

bike that looks brand new likely has been restored, and
restoration can sometimes obscure a bike's original
identity.

The Riding Experience and
Modern Perspective

To ride a 1976 Harley Davidson Bicentennial Edition today is
to travel back in time. The Shovelhead engine vibrates with a
rhythm that modern bikes have engineered away. The brakes
require anticipation and respect. The handling is vague by
today's standards. Yet, to criticize these aspects is to miss the
point entirely. This is not a bike for commuting; it is a bike for
experiencing. The roar of the exhaust, the pull of the clutch, the
wind in your face - it is a raw, unfiltered conversation between
rider and machine.

When you ride a Bicentennial bike, you are on a parade float
wherever you go. People will point, wave, and give you a thumbs
up. Veterans will walk up to you and share stories. It is a social
magnet, a vehicle that connects you not just to the road, but to
the people around you. It embodies the simple, powerful joy of
American freedom.
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Market Value and
Investment Potential

As an investment, the 1976 Harley Davidson Bicentennial
Edition has proven to be a solid, if not spectacular, performer.
Values have steadily climbed over the decades, but they do not
suffer from the wild, speculative swings of some muscle cars or
exotic European motorcycles. A very good condition, running
example of a Bicentennial Super Glide might trade hands in the
$15,000 to $20,000 range. A fully optioned, pristine, low-mileage
Electra Glide can easily command $25,000 to $35,000 or more,
especially if it comes with its original documentation and is a
matching-numbers example.

The market is driven by genuine nostalgia and scarcity. These
bikes are not rare in the sense of a limited production run of 100

units, but finding one in excellent, un-molested, original condition
is becoming exceedingly difficult. The ones that survived did so
because they were cared for by owners who understood their
significance. For a collector looking for a touchstone of American
culture that also happens to be a fantastic conversation piece,
the Bicentennial Edition remains a blue-chip choice.

Conclusion

In the end, the 1976 Harley Davidson Bicentennial Edition is
far more than the sum of its parts. It is not just an engine, a
frame, and a fuel tank painted in patriotic colors. It is a
declaration of independence, a celebration of craftsmanship, and
a rolling tribute to a nation's bicentennial. It represents a perfect
alignment of product, time, and place. Whether you are a
seasoned collector, a casual enthusiast, or simply someone who
appreciates American history, this motorcycle



