
Harley Earl: The Rise Of General Motors And
The Glory Days Of Detroit
Once upon a time, there was a man named Harley Earl who revolutionized the
automotive industry and played a key role in the rise of General Motors. His
visionary designs and relentless pursuit of innovation shaped the glory days of
Detroit and left an indelible mark on American car culture.

Harley J. Earl was born on November 22, 1893, in Hollywood, California. He
came from a family deeply involved in the world of arts and manufacturing, which
undoubtedly influenced his creative mind and passion for design. From an early
age, Earl possessed an uncanny talent for envisioning and sketching
automobiles. His natural gift for artistic expression would soon propel him into the
world of car design.

Earl's career in the automotive industry began in the early 1920s when he joined
his father's coachbuilding business in Los Angeles. This experience allowed him
to learn the craftsmanship and engineering skills required to create stunning
vehicle bodies. However, it wasn't until 1927 that Earl's remarkable journey truly
began.
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In 1927, Harley Earl was appointed as the head of General Motors' newly
established Art and Colour Section. This marked the first time an automobile
manufacturer had a dedicated department for automobile styling. Earl's new role
gave him the freedom to experiment and develop innovative design concepts that
would capture the imagination of the American public.

One of Earl's significant contributions to General Motors was the of the concept
car. He believed that showcasing futuristic designs and cutting-edge technologies
would captivate car enthusiasts and drive consumer demand. In 1938, Earl
unveiled the Buick Y-Job, widely regarded as the world's first true concept car. Its
sleek lines, hidden headlights, and electrically operated convertible top were
groundbreaking features that would later become industry standards.

Earl's success with the Buick Y-Job laid the foundation for many iconic designs
that followed. His influence can be seen in classics such as the Chevrolet
Corvette, the Cadillac Eldorado Brougham, and the Buick Roadmaster. Earl's
ability to blend elegance, performance, and innovation gave birth to legendary
vehicles that defined an era.

During his tenure at General Motors, Earl relentlessly pursued harmony between
aesthetics and engineering. He incorporated features like wrap-around
windshields, tailfins, and chrome accents, transforming cars into symbols of
modernity and American prosperity. Earl's designs exuded confidence, capturing
the spirit of post-war America and resonating with consumers around the world.
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Not only did Earl revolutionize automotive design, but he also prioritized the
customer's perspective. He understood that cars were more than just
transportation; they were an extension of one's personality and values. Earl
introduced the notion of "planned obsolescence," which involved regularly
updating car models with new design elements, enticing customers to upgrade
and stay ahead of the curve. This innovative marketing strategy boosted sales
and cemented General Motors as a dominant force in the industry.

Harley Earl's influence extended beyond the United States. He played a pivotal
role in shaping the global perception of American cars, elevating them to objects
of desire on an international scale. As General Motors expanded its reach, Earl's
designs captivated audiences from Europe to Asia, establishing American
automobiles as the epitome of style and luxury.

The glory days of Detroit were inseparable from Harley Earl's legacy. His bold
designs and unwavering commitment to innovation transformed the Motor City
into an automotive mecca, attracting talent from around the world. Detroit became
the symbol of industrial prowess, embodying the American Dream and inspiring
countless individuals to chase their passions in the pursuit of greatness.

However, as time passed, the glory days of Detroit started to fade. Economic
challenges and changing consumer preferences led to a decline in the city's
dominance. Yet, the impact of Harley Earl and his contemporaries remains an
enduring testament to an era marked by relentless creativity and unwavering
ambition.

Harley Earl's pioneering spirit not only propelled General Motors to new heights
but also transformed the automotive industry as a whole. His visionary designs,
commitment to innovation, and understanding of consumer desires reshaped the
perception of American cars and defined the glory days of Detroit. Earl's legacy



continues to inspire designers and car enthusiasts worldwide, reminding us of the
indomitable spirit that fueled the rise of General Motors and the Motor City.
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The New York Times bestselling author of Bitter Brew chronicles the birth and rise
to greatness of the American auto industry through the remarkable life of Harley
Earl, an eccentric six-foot-five, stuttering visionary who dropped out of college
and went on to invent the profession of automobile styling, thereby revolutionized
the way cars were made, marketed, and even imagined.

Harleys Earl’s story qualifies as a bona fide American family saga. It began in the
Michigan pine forest in the years after the Civil War, traveled across the Great
Plains on the wooden wheels of a covered wagon, and eventually settled in a dirt
road village named Hollywood, California, where young Harley took the skills he
learned working in his father’s carriage shop and applied them to designing sleek,
racy-looking automobile bodies for the fast crowd in the burgeoning silent movie
business.
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As the 1920s roared with the sound of mass manufacturing, Harley returned to
Michigan, where, at GM’s invitation, he introduced art into the rigid mechanics of
auto-making. Over the next thirty years, he functioned as a kind of combination
Steve Jobs and Tom Ford of his time, redefining the form and function of the
country’s premier product. His impact was profound. When he retired as GM’s VP
of Styling in 1958, Detroit reigned as the manufacturing capitol of the world and
General Motors ranked as the most successful company in the history of
business.

Knoedelseder tells the story in ways both large and small, weaving the history of
the company with the history of Detroit and the Earl family as Fins examines the
effect of the automobile on America’s economy, culture, and national psyche.
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