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INTRODUCTION TO
THE HARLEY
DAVIDSON
STARTER DIAGRAM

Few  sounds  are  as
iconic as the rumble of
a  Harley  Davidson
engine firing to life. But
before that thunderous
exhaust  note  fills  the
air, a critical sequence
o f  e l e c t r i c a l  a n d
mechanical  events
must take place. At the
heart of that sequence
is  the  starter  system,
and understanding the
Harley  Davidson
starter  diagram  is
essential for any owner

who wants to maintain,
troubleshoot,  or  repair
the i r  motorcyc le .
Whether  you  are  a
seasoned  wrench-
turner  or  a  new rider
looking  to  understand
your machine better, a
c lear  grasp  of  the
s t a r t e r  c i r c u i t
e m p o w e r s  y o u  t o
diagnose  start ing
issues  with  confidence
and  precision.  This
comprehensive  guide
will  walk  you  through
every component, wire,
and  connection  that
makes  up  the  starter
system,  us ing  the
starter diagram as your
roadmap.  By  the end,
you  w i l l  have  the
knowledge  to  read
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these  schematics,
i den t i f y  common
failure points, and keep
your  Harley  starting
reliably  for  thousands
of miles.

UNDERSTANDING
THE STARTER
SYSTEM ON A
HARLEY DAVIDSON

The starting system on
a  Harley  Davidson  is
deceptively simple yet
robustly  engineered.
Unlike  some  modern
vehicles  that  rely  on
complex  push-button
s t a r t  m o d u l e s
i n t e g r a t e d  w i t h
security systems, most
H a r l e y s  u s e  a
s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d
electrical  circuit.  The
Harley  Davidson
starter  diagram
typically  illustrates  a
loop that begins at the
b a t t e r y ,  p a s s e s
through a starter relay
( o r  s o l e n o i d ) ,  i s
controlled  by  a  start

s w i t c h  o n  t h e
h a n d l e b a r ,  a n d
ultimately  energizes
the starter motor itself.
However, the devil is in
t h e  d e t a i l s .  T h e
diagram must account
f o r  t h e  s a f e t y
interlocks, such as the
clutch  switch  and  the
s idestand  switch,
which prevent the bike
from  starting  unless
certain  conditions  are
met.  This  is  a  crucial
aspect of  the diagram
because  a  failure  in
any one of these safety
components will  break
the  circuit  and  leave
y o u  w i t h  a  s i l e n t
motorcycle.

Why the
Starter
Diagram
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Matters
A wiring diagram is not
just a collection of lines
and  symbols;  it  is  a
log ic  map  o f  your
bike's  electrical  brain.
When you encounter a
no-start  condition,  the
starter  diagram allows
you to test the system
in  a  logical,  step-by-
step  manner.  Instead
of  randomly  replacing
parts,  you  can  use  a
multimeter to check for
v o l t a g e  d r o p s ,
continuity, and ground
integrity  at  specific
points  in  the  circuit.
T h i s  s a v e s  t i m e ,
money, and frustration.
F u r t h e r m o r e ,
understanding  the
starter  diagram  is
i n v a l u a b l e  w h e n
installing  aftermarket
accessor ies  l ike  a
remote  starter  or  a
high-torque  starter
motor, as you will know

exactly  where  to  tap
into the circuit without
creating  a  fire  hazard
or  a  parasitic  drain.

KEY COMPONENTS
IN A HARLEY
DAVIDSON
STARTER DIAGRAM

T o  r e a d  a  s t a r t e r
diagram  effectively,
you  must  first
r e c o g n i z e  t h e
c o m p o n e n t s  i t
represents.  Each  part
has  a  specific  function
and is  connected in a
particular  sequence.
Here  are  the  primary
elements  you  will  find
in any standard Harley
Davidson  starter
diagram  for  models
from the Evolution era
through the Twin Cam
and  Milwaukee-Eight
generations.

Battery: The
source of DC
power, typically
12 volts. The
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diagram will
show the positive
terminal
connected to the
main fuse and
the starter relay,
while the
negative
terminal is
grounded to the
frame or engine.
Starter Relay
(Solenoid): A
magnetic switch
that uses a small
current from the
start button to
close a much
larger circuit that
sends battery
power directly to
the starter
motor. In many
diagrams, this is
labeled as the
"start relay" and
is often located
in the fuse box or
under the side
cover.
Starter Motor:
The electric

motor that
cranks the
engine. It
contains the
armature,
brushes, and a
drive mechanism
(Bendix or gear-
reduction) that
engages the
flywheel ring
gear.
Start Switch:
The button on
the right
handlebar
control. This is a
momentary
contact switch
that completes
the low-current
control circuit.
Clutch Switch:
A normally open
safety switch
located on the
clutch lever
perch. The circuit
requires the
clutch lever to be
pulled in to close
this switch and
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allow starting.
Sidestand
Switch: Another
safety interlock.
On most models,
the bike will not
start if the
sidestand is
down unless the
transmission is in
neutral.
Ignition
Switch: The
main power
on/off switch. It
must be in the
"run" or
"ignition"
position to feed
power to the
control circuit.
Engine
Run/Stop
Switch: A toggle
or rocker switch
on the right
handlebar. It
must be in the
"run" position for
the starter circuit
to be complete.
Neutral Safety

Switch: Located
on the
transmission, this
switch closes
when the
transmission is in
neutral,
providing an
alternative path
to bypass the
sidestand and
clutch interlocks.

HOW TO READ A
HARLEY DAVIDSON
STARTER DIAGRAM

R e a d i n g  a  w i r i n g
diagram is a skill  that
improves with practice.
M o s t  H a r l e y
Davidson  starter
d i a g r a m s  u s e
standard  electrical
symbols.  A  solid  line
represents  a  wire,  a
dot  at  an  intersection
indicates a connection,
and a line jumping over
another  indicates  no
connection. The flow of
current  is  typically
from  top  to  bottom
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(positive  to  negative).
When  you  look  at  a
starter  diagram,  trace
the  path  f rom  the
b a t t e r y  p o s i t i v e
terminal  through  the
main circuit breaker or
f u s e ,  t h e n  t o  t h e
starter relay coil. From
there,  the  diagram
shows  the  relay  coil
ground  path,  which
goes through the start
button,  then  through
t h e  c l u t c h  a n d
sidestand  interlocks,
and  finally  to  ground.
When  al l  inter lock
conditions  are  met,
press ing  the  start
button  energizes  the
relay  coil.  The  relay
then closes its internal
contacts, sending high-
current  battery  power
directly  to  the  starter
motor, which turns the
engine.

Common
Wiring
Configura
tions
It is important to note
that  the  exact  layout
c h a n g e s  s l i g h t l y
depend ing  on  the
model  year .  Ear ly
Evo lu t ion  mode ls
(1984-1990) often used
a  separate  starter
solenoid  mounted  on
the starter itself, while
later  models  moved
the  re lay  in to  the
e lec t r i ca l  pane l .
M i l w a u k e e - E i g h t
models  (2017-present)
incorporate  a  more
i n t e g r a t e d  B o d y
Control  Module  (BCM)
that manages the start
s e q u e n c e
electronically. In these
newer  diagrams,  the
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B C M  a c t s  a s  a n
intermediary, receiving
i n p u t s  f r o m  t h e
switches  and  sending
the signal to the starter
relay.  However,  the
fundamental  principle
remains  the  same:  a
low-current  control
circuit governs a high-
current  power  circuit.
Understanding  this
distinction is the key to
i n t e r p r e t i n g  a n y
Harley  Davidson
starter  diagram .

TROUBLESHOOTIN
G USING THE
STARTER DIAGRAM

A  starter  diagram  is
your  most  powerful
diagnostic  tool  when
the  bike  refuses  to
c rank .  I ns tead  o f
guessing,  you  can
perform  voltage  drop
tests  and  continuity
checks  at  specific
points  in  the  circuit.
Here  is  a  systematic
approach based on the

diagram.

Step 1:
Verify the
Basics
Before  diving  into  the
diagram,  confirm  the
battery  is  charged
(minimum  12.6  volts)
and  the  connections
are clean and tight. A
weak  battery  is  the
most common cause of
starting issues, and no
amount  o f  w i r i ng
diagnosis will fix it.

Step 2:
Check
the
Control
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Circuit
Us ing  the  s ta r te r
diagram,  locate  the
starter relay. With the
ignition  on,  sidestand
up,  and  clutch  pulled
in,  press  the  start
button.  You  should
hear the relay click. If
you do not hear a click,
use  a  test  l ight  or
multimeter  to  see  if
power  is  reaching  the
r e l a y  c o i l .  W o r k
backward  through  the
diagram:  check  for
power  at  the  start
button,  then  at  the
clutch  switch,  then  at
the sidestand switch. A
break  in  continuity  at
any of these points will
prevent the relay from
energizing.

Step 3:

Check
the Power
Circuit
If  the  relay  clicks  but
the starter motor does
not  turn,  the  problem
is  in  the  high-current
c i rcu i t .  Us ing  the
Harley  Davidson
starter  diagram ,
identify  the  heavy-
gauge  wires  from the
battery  to  the  relay,
and from the relay to
the starter motor. Test
for voltage at the relay
output  terminal  while
press ing  the  start
button.  If  you  have
voltage  there  but  the
starter  does  not  spin,
the starter motor itself
may be faulty,  or  the
ground  connection
from the starter to the
engine case is poor.
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Common
Failure
Points

Corroded1.
battery
terminals: A
classic issue that
causes high
resistance.
Failed starter2.
relay: The
internal contacts
can weld or burn
out.
Worn starter3.
brushes: After
many miles, the
carbon brushes
in the starter
motor wear down
and lose contact
with the
armature.
Faulty4.
sidestand
switch: This
switch is exposed

to the elements
and is a common
source of
intermittent
starting
problems.
Loose ground5.
connections:
The frame
ground at the
battery negative
terminal or the
starter ground
strap can corrode
or loosen.

UPGRADING YOUR
STARTER SYSTEM

Many  Harley  owners
upgrade  to  a  high-
torque  starter  motor
for  better  cranking
power,  especially  on
h i g h - c o m p r e s s i o n
engines  or  bikes  with
performance  cams.
When  consult ing  a
Harley  Davidson
starter  diagram  for
an upgrade, pay close
attention to the current
draw  specifications.  A
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high-torque  starter
may require a heavier-
gauge power wire and
a  relay  with  a  higher
a m p  r a t i n g .  T h e
diagram will show you
the existing wire paths,
allowing you to plan a
direct  battery-to-
s tar ter  run  wi th  a
dedicated  re lay  i f
n e c e s s a r y .
Additionally, upgrading
to a lithium-ion battery
often requires verifying
that  the  starter  relay
and  charging  system
are  compatible,  as
these  batteries  have
different  voltage
characteristics.

Tips for
Reading
Aftermar

ket
Diagrams
I f  y o u  i n s t a l l  a n
aftermarket  starter  or
w i r i n g  k i t ,  t h e
manufacturer  wi l l
provide a supplemental
d i a g r a m .  A l w a y s
overlay  this  with  your
f a c t o r y  H a r l e y
Davidson  starter
diagram  to  ensure
polarity is  correct  and
t h a t  y o u  a r e  n o t
bypassing  essential
safety  interlocks.  Any
modification  that
defeats  the  clutch  or
sidestand  switch  is
dangerous  and  highly
discouraged.  Modern
diagrams  are  color-
coded;  factory  Harley
wiring  uses  specific
colors  for  specific
circuits (e.g., black for
ground, red for battery
positive,  white/black
for  starter  signal).
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Familiarizing  yourself
with these color codes
makes  reading  the
diagram much easier.

MAINTENANCE
TIPS FOR A
RELIABLE STARTER
SYSTEM

P r e v e n t i v e
maintenance  goes  a
long  way  in  ensuring
your  starter  system
remains  trouble-free.
Based  on  the  insights
f r o m  t h e  H a r l e y
Davidson  starter
diagram ,  here  are
several  practices  you
can adopt.

Keep
connections
clean: Annually
remove, clean,
and apply
dielectric grease
to the battery
terminals, starter
relay
connections, and
the main starter

motor stud.
Check the
ground strap:
Many Harleys
use a braided
ground strap
from the battery
negative to the
transmission
case or engine
stud. Inspect this
for fraying and
corrosion.
Lubricate the
start button:
Over time, the
handlebar
switches can
accumulate
moisture and
grime. A contact
cleaner spray
can prevent
intermittent
switch failure.
Monitor relay
health: If you
hear a buzzing
click instead of a
solid snap, the
relay may be
failing. Replace it



12

12 Harley Davidson Starter Diagram2024-12-17

proactively.
Inspect starter
bolts: The bolts
that secure the
starter motor to
the engine can
sometimes
loosen due to
vibration. A loose
starter will
misalign the
drive gear and
cause grinding or
failure to
engage.

CONCLUSION

The Harley Davidson
starter diagram is far
more than a technical
drawing; it is the key to
understanding  the
electrical heart of your
m o t o r c y c l e .  B y
learning to read these
diagrams, you gain the
a b i l i t y  t o
s y s t e m a t i c a l l y
d iagnose  start ing
problems,  perform

u p g r a d e s  w i t h
confidence,  and
maintain  your  bike's
reliability  for  years  to
come. Whether you are
tracing a  simple  relay
circuit  on  a  classic
S h o v e l h e a d  o r
d e c i p h e r i n g  t h e
integrated  BCM  logic
on  a  late-model  Road
G l i d e ,  t h e  s a m e
foundational  principles
apply.  A  battery,  a
switch,  a relay,  and a
motor work in harmony
t o  p r o d u c e  t h a t
satisfying  roar.  Take
the time to  study the
d i a g r a m  f o r  y o u r
specific  model,  keep
your connections clean
and tight, and you will
rarely be left stranded.
Your  Harley  deserves
a n  o w n e r  w h o
understands  its  every
circuit,  and  mastering
the starter diagram is a
significant  step  toward
that  mastery.  Ride


