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SPOTLIGHT:  Salinas Boys
Cole Foster’s Salinas Boys style was distinctive from the get-
go; the slim, lithesome bike he built in 2001 for CCI stood in
stark contrast to the fat-tired behemoths so popular at the
turn of the millennium. But keeping focused on what he wants
to build isn’t a problem for Cole, a builder whose organic
themes flow from within, not prompted by current fads or
trends. Let’s be frank; that’s why his work gets our attention.
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The next month (I am writing this
just before leaving for Sturgis) is
going to be a busy one, just as the

last one and the one before that have
been. There is so much going on event
wise, all over this big country of ours, that
putting a calendar and a dance card of
events together can be tough. I don’t re-
call ever having so many options. 

Let me further qualify, I don’t recall ever
having so many good options, many of
these new events, runs, rides,
shows, and other experiential
drama look pretty cool and rele-
vant, not simply opportunities
for carneys and cheap accesso-
ry guys to pick my already thin
wallet clean. I see lots of small-
er bike and rod shows, rides
and runs popping up and widely
attended with characters from
near and far. It’s pretty cool
when guys from the east head
west, northerners head south,
and vice versa for runs, just to
hang out and make friends and
to put faces with names.

I think we can thank our fa-
vorite appliance-the Internet—
for providing the connective tis-
sue allowing us the ability to
reinvent and connect individually
on a grand scale instantaneous-
ly. It used to be that you had to
actively scout local ‘zines and
sheets, and bulletin boards of
shops to see if there was an event hap-
pening. Or, if the organizers had their act
together and had some cake, they’d adver-
tise on regional radio, maybe even adver-
tise in national magazines like Easyriders,
Supercycle, or maybe Street Chopper—or
better yet, get some editorial overage
(with weenie bites and boob shots, of
course), from Michael Lichter, Rip, Marla
(and Scooter), Frank Kaisler, and of
course, Bandit. There were fewer events.
They were mostly regional and usually had
little to do with commerce. Rather they
were about the simplicity of enjoying each
other’s company, usually in a small town
or in the woods at a remote location. It
took years for the word to get out as op-

posed to today where it just takes one
tweet to build a substantial presence.

I see lots of small events springing up,
which are throwbacks to this hankering
for earlier simpler times when camping,
coolers and creeks were the staples of a
“run.” I think that’s cool; it’s good to see
things get back to grass roots, that’s the
seed of new growth. Lots of seeds mean
some will stick and thrive.

Personally, I am not so big on camping.
I did my time in tents, quite a bit of it actu-
ally. At this point, after a long day on the
bike, I like to get a room with AC, take a

shower, check my messages and email,
look for dinner, maybe a place I can walk
to and have some adult beverages, plug
my electronica in to recharge, and call it a
day. I think this may be a sign of softening
(valuing comfort), and of ah, maturing (tak-
ing work seriously). I don’t know when I got
soft. I can’t put my finger on the date—
wish I could. Something happened and I’m
not sure what precipitated it. Now, don’t
get me wrong, I don’t apologize for this
condition. I am just a little surprised that it
happened to me… ha!

I’ve been watching this softening for a
while now. I think it was around the time
when we somehow got permission for
dressers to be considered cool. When I

got my first dresser, Big Blue, they were
definitely not cool. No sir, no way.
Dressers were great for travelling, they
were utilitarian, made sense, and handled
great. Owning a dresser was the outward
commitment to travelling or riding with a
partner, otherwise why would you buy
something so comfy, big, slow, ugly, and
well… uncool? I finally gave up trying to ex-
plain my bike and just ignored the haters.

The desire for achieving greater dis-
tances drove me to consider a touring
bike. Having a fairing allowed me to triple
my daily travelling mileage. Putting in 750

miles a day on the big bike is
easily accomplished and you still
feel like you’ve earned your Hun-
gry Man Breakfast with
Meat…patties not links, please.
Anyway my point is the slope is
slippery once you start down
the “comfortable is smart” path.
Backrests? Not cool, but they
sure are nice on a long day.
Cup holders? You decide! You
get the point. My POV is that
baggers are not inherently cool
but man are they great for trav-
elling with a bunch of stuff at lo-
comotion speed—in style, safely
and comfortably. Ironically, the
custom bagger enthusiasts of
today are the same folks that
called ‘em garbage barges and
sh*t wagons just a few years
ago Funny how things turn.

So I look at some of the lon-
griders in the current chopper
culture and I feel a little soft, un-

worthy, a mite jealous, and maybe a little
in awe to be honest. I mean these folks,
more than any others the way I see it
right now, are living the dream—they own
the scene. Riding their handmade slim
and sleek machines, sleeping in the dirt,
camping with their bedrolls near an open
fire—the ultimate and perfect epic David
Mann image. This is why we were initially
attracted to the culture; to get some of
that, right?

If we got into this Harley thing when we
were younger, we sure didn’t get into it for
dressers and cheap motel rooms (ala
SteveB style as of late). At least I sure as
hell didn’t. I wanted some adventure; I
wanted some of “that.” I wanted a tough
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guy Dick Allen style chopper with a long
front end sporting a spool hub and a rear
car tire. “Hell yeah, sign me up. I am not
interested in meeting nice people on Hon-
das.” I wanted to be camping with my pals
in the dirt sharing lies and good times, like
the guys I saw in In the Wind. I saw those
images and I was hypnotized. I wanted to
get out there in the worst way. I wanted
to see this place, America, where I was
from, that I knew nothing of. I wanted to
see it from the fringe, not from a tour bus
or station wagon.

I’d like to think guys and gals get into the
H-D culture and ride their bikes in an at-
tempt to capture a bit of the rustic and
rougher time gone by; simpler times, dirtier
times, times of real friends, times of hands-
on maintenance, times of wild rides spent
in community, sharing the same experi-
ence, and reveling in it. No going to hotel
rooms at the end of the night to chill to the
sound of your own air conditioner and
Housewives of Hideous County. “Sit your
ass down by the fire NOW, where do you
think you’re going? It ain’t bedtime yet.”

Hang by the fire, drink and tell stories
until you nod. Wind up sleeping in the
open, heckled by your friends as you pass
out. If you are lucky you have a tent to
crawl to and you make it. Some wiseass
with a camera can’t help but capture the
scene. Hope it doesn’t rain. If it does, the
bike will be a bitch to start tomorrow. But
if it does rain and it doesn’t matter; even-
tually it’ll stop, it’ll dry. 

Mornings are slow, smoky from the
fire, and filled with the scent of cowboy
coffee. Sit on the ground or log, have a
smoke, amused by the antics of those
freed from the expectations of a “normal”
and well-behaved morning. You eschew
the comforts of a hot shower, cable TV,
and wireless connection, followed by the
ubiquitous and indigestible continental
breakfast, where afterwards your electric
leg insures you get ‘er going reliably, quick
and easy—not that there is anything
wrong with that.

Good times, living the life, moment by
precious moment. Whatever your style.

Peace. See you out there.

Stephen Berner
steveb@steveb.biz
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Isuppose anyone could make saddle-
bags with a couple of tools and
something that looks like leather.

But, is that what you want on your
bike? It doesn’t take much to make a
cheap pair of saddlebags, especially
overseas. It does take a lot of skill to
make a saddlebag that reeks of quali-
ty and screams craftsmanship. This
is the bag you want on your bike. It
takes even more skill to make a set of
custom saddlebags that you can af-
ford and have that quality and crafts-
manship present in every single set.

I had almost no idea what it took to
make a Leatherworks saddlebag when
Philip Thatcher died after a very short
illness in 1999. There I was with four
children under the age of 16 and a
business that I had “owned” for 23
years. All I could tell you about a mo-
torcycle was it had two wheels. I’d had
my own job and the kids. I examined
the options and decided to take on the
learning curve and keep the business
going. Statistically, I should have failed.
However, I had an excellent crew.
Without them The Leatherworks would
have certainly gone out of business.
They knew their jobs; and while I
learned mine and flailed they continued
making a quality product. Travel with
me on my journey.

I knew we made about ten styles of
saddlebags and an equal number of
tool bags and windshield bags, along
with about four sissy bar bags. I had
no idea what they fit or how they
were made. We purchased the ma-
jor ity of our leather from three
sources, companies we had been
working with for years. I left those re-
lationships alone, though eventually
they changed. Our rivets, buckles,
thread, dye, glue, D-rings, zippers,
spots, and conchos were already
sourced and of top notch quality so I
left those relationships alone, at least
for a while. I turned my attention to
the production.

ALL ABOUT
STORY BY AIMEE THATCHER, THE LEATHERWORKS, PHOTOS BY STEPHEN BERNER

Living The Leatherworks Dream
From surviving to thriving
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The leather we use is 10-11 ounce leather and it is very firm.
The leather guarantees the bag will hold its shape for years and it
is this leather that sets us apart from all other leather saddle-
bags. Every part of The Leatherworks saddlebag has a cookie cut-
ter pattern that we use on a hydraulic press to cut the leather.
This assures accuracy and saves time by not hand cutting. My
cutter is very picky about which piece of leather is right for each
section. It must be clean of all scratches and blemishes. 

Once cut, parts are taken to the table where plastic and
leather reinforcement pieces are glued on. We add ABS plastic
covered with a light weight piece of leather to the backs and the
tops of every bag and it is this reinforcement that adds strength
to the bags, again making sure the bags hold their shape for
years. And we make sure there isn’t any exposed plastic so it all
looks clean and the reinforcement pieces are not obvious to the
eye. Buckles are riveted on, nickels placed, holes punched, straps
riveted, and any requested custom options such as chrome spots
are added. The crew has to work carefully to make sure they
don’t scratch the leather or cause blemishes, otherwise new
pieces have to be cut and the process starts over.

Then, the bags go to the sewing machine. Almost every bag we
make is sewed inside out so we have invisible seam lines that
make the bag look clean and have added strength. But that
means every bag has to be turned right side out. Try that some-
time. I cannot do it. The average male cannot do it. It takes skill to
see where to start and an extraordinary amount of strength. 

Needless to say, I am not an equal opportunity employer.
Every female I show the job to politely turns it down. Once the
bag is turned, it goes back to the sewing machine to have the
top and back attached. To close the bag it has to be held in one
hand while sewing the bag shut, over 9 pounds resting on your
wrist while moving it through a sewing machine. Again, it’s not
an easy task.

I had a customer who went to all the big rallies (before the
economy forced them out of business) including Daytona, Myrtle
Beach, Sturgis, and some in between. At one point they sold 30%
of my bags. They were also the leading edge of my R&D. They
brought needs and issues to my attention and we’d work out a so-

lution. Need a new product that will fit this bike; can you figure it
out and make it? Rain is causing the leather to spot and swell: not
acceptable. We’d go back to the tannery about the water issues
to see what we could do to change the tanning process. The steel
rivets were rusting: not acceptable. I had to find a new provider of
rivets who could make a brass rivet and nickel plate it. Regular
buckles, undone by hand: not acceptable. Find quick release buck-
les. The saddlebags need to be lockable. Find locks.

They were also my quality control, beyond any. Every single
saddlebag had to be perfect. Any blemish and the bag was re-
turned and I was not paid until they received the perfect bag.
My crew would look at me in disbelief. Finally I would say: if you
went to buy a pair of jeans and one leg was shorter than the
other, would you buy the jeans? You can make bags 20 times
without issue, but the 21st time it just can’t be done? Really? Fi-
nally, they would fix the bag and make it perfect. This require-
ment carries forward today.

I have come a long way and learned a lot. I still can’t sew a sad-
dlebag, but I have learned the process and I know what the cus-
tomer wants. In the next installment I will give you some ideas
about what to look for in purchasing a quality saddlebag as well as
what goes into making a truly custom set of bags. The Leather-
works is one of the few companies that will create the bag you,
the customer, want. It can be cut to special dimensions, out of
leather that is not black, and custom options may be added.
Then, I can look at the final product and know if it is what you re-
quested. If it is not, it goes back for a remake. 

It’s what Philip Thatcher always did. And these many years
later, nothing has changed at The Leatherworks.
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Something different. Man and machine.
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