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Any bike builder will tell you: the idea in your head for the bike no-
body orders stays in your head—unless something prompts you to
build it. In this case TPJ’s Bryan Schimke got the nod from
Michael Lichter to participate in the Eternal Combustion show at
Sturgis 2010—so the building frenzy began. It wasn’t the first
time a bike rolled into a show just under the wire with its bleary-
eyed builder in tow, but Bryan made it and that’s what matters.
Everyone likes a happy ending, right?
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SPOTLIGHT:  GMS Racing Engines
When going fast at the race track is what you do, the street
bikes you build are likely to exhibit the same attitude: let’s go,
let’s get there fast, and let’s do it now! That’s the case at GMS
Racing, a shop in western Pennsylvania known in local racing
circles for pushing the limits of motorcycle engines for street
and track applications. And as you’ll see, builder Gregg Dahl—
true to the culture he lives—hasn’t skimped on the go-fast
power in the street bikes he builds, either.
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Over time I’ve come to recognize but-
terflies, poor sleep, and an overall
itchiness to simply get on with it,

are all the hallmarks of pre-road trip antici-
pation. I travel a good amount and I al-
ways get butterflies before I leave home—
always; be the mode of transportation
two-wheels, my cage, or a plane—or as
the case often is, a blend of all three.

I chalk the feeling up to anticipation be-
cause I am not nervous per se, rather I
think what gets my brain going is the
stream of adrenaline caused by a clear vi-
sualization of venturing into unknown terri-
tory.  Looking forward to heading out with-
out a clear destination or
plan in mind is something
that many non-moto folks
have trouble understand-
ing and accommodating,
but it is the dream of
most bikeriders to do just
that: get lost without an
agenda and simply have
an adventure and go
“make some stories.” I
live for those days, seeing
new sights and being
where there is little famil-
iar. Being “lost” has al-
ways gotten my juices
flowing and chasing that
feeling has led me on
some adventures over the course of my
life, I’d wager, just like you.

A few days before a trip I start mentally
reviewing what I am going to be doing and
get a grip on what I will need, what I have
in hand, where I am going and who I will
be traveling with, if I am not alone, which
is usually the case.  This pre-trip planning
almost happens in the subconscious, a
stream of hmmms and ahhs and a review
of mental sticky notes. Travelling on a bike
for any length of time requires you under-
stand the requirements of packing your
gear as well as selecting just what you will
need… and this is coming from an admit-
ted over-packer. Experience camping, bicy-
cle riding, or backpacking helps prepare
the moto-traveler for the realities of
space/weight constraints and the chal-
lenges that lie therein.  Good luck with

that. I am still trying to figure it out, al-
though I think I am closing in on being effi-
cient and frugal with the space on my ma-
chine. Honestly, my solution over time has
just been to make more room.

Weather is what it is, a non-event. You
will hit weather no matter what you do and
you simply need to be prepared and pre-
pared to react appropriately. If it rains,
you put on your raingear and, if you are
part of my crew, soldier on. Some folks
pull over, wait it out, or stop for the day—
we don’t.  Being macho is not the intent
here; it is simply that we believe that if you
travel on a motorcycle, which is a weath-

erproof machine made to operate in the
outdoors, it is possible to continue on and
make your destination. Even in the days of
plastic bag rain suits we operated (foolish-
ly and uncomfortably) this way. The only
thing that I don’t like doing is starting a
trip in the rain. When rain looms large on
the horizon before departure, I ask the
road gods for an hour or two of clear so I
can get a rhythm going before I get
drowned. Usually it works.

Anticipation also brings us back closer
to experiencing the special feeling we had
as kids, that seems so rare to experience
in our adult years – that “gee whiz, wow”
and “check that out” feeling. I hear Gomer
Pyle in the background, “Gollleee, willya
lookit that!” when I come upon some
strange sighting that reminds me I am
free-ranging, far from home. America is

simply an amazing place to just get lost
and adventure. I implore you, get off the
red lines and see the blue lines, and even
better yet, check out some gray lines. Ad-
ventures start when you are far off the
grid; two hours from an Interstate is usu-
ally sufficient to insure you are in adven-
ture territory.

How many of us take the same rides,
the same roads, eat at the same spots and
do the same thing nearly every time we get
on our machines? Most bikeriders I know
(myself included) are creatures of both
habit and ritual, and those characteristics,
if not monitored and put on a leash, can be
anathema to the pursuit of adventure.  To
bust out of the regular routine, I look at a
map and, having highlighted the rides taken

previously, look for un-
charted territory—and it
seems to be working. 

Now please under-
stand I am not getting
down on those that like
heaping helpings of “the
usual,” quite the opposite
actually. I take comfort in
knowing the roads, the
ride, and the route of the
familiar, and take advan-
tage of this familiarity by
riding a bit more spiritedly
than I might in places far
from known. If you know
the roads you can dial it
up. Do that in unfamiliar

territory and it can earn you trouble. Give
and take, ying and yang—there are no ab-
solutes, just an aspiration of balance: new
vs. familiar.

Adventure and anticipiation, the thrill of
piloting our machines, seeing the sites
and visiting places both familiar and new,
are what helps fuel our enthusiasm for
our V-Twins.  Add friends to the mix and
you’ve got the makings of some stories
and tales you’ll cherish and regale folks
with for a lifetime. 

Our machines were made for travel.
Get out with your friends and use ’em, get
‘em dirty—and let us know what happened
when you did!

Here’s to gearing up, getting out, and
getting lost!

Stephen Berner
steveb@steveb.biz
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A Mile a Minute
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The Leatherworks never intended to
make saddlebags; the original busi-
ness plan was to be a leather craft

shop that served wine and cheese. I am not
sure where that idea came from, but it
never came to fruition. The Leatherworks
opened in September 1976 as a hippie
leather craft store in 1000 square feet.
There were three partners; Philip Thatcher,
a college educated hippie, and two other
men who put up a small amount of capital to
start the store. Philip was the craftsman; he
made sandals, belts, wallets, purses, and
other small leather items and he ran the
day-to-day business. Their vision was a mil-
lion dollar enterprise. After five years the
two partners had bailed and Philip had dis-
covered that making a living as a hippie
leather craftsman was a dream that couldn’t
be realized, even after several beers.

Thus began the search for what could
make the business survive. He tried manu-
facturing leather belts, but Leegin Leather
did it better and cheaper. He tried manu-
facturing cop notebooks, but the budgets in
the late ‘70s and early ‘80s kept orders to
a minimum. He tried making cute teddy
bears, but homes for them were hard to
find. Whenever a customer came in asking
for a custom anything, Philip made it. No
job was too small; he was an artist seeking
perfection and needed money to live. 

One day in the late ‘70’ a customer asked
Philip to make a set of leather saddlebags.
Today, there is great local controversy as to
who has the original set and at least five
customers are sure they were the first with
the idea.  Anyway, after the first set was
made, the rider’s friend saw them and came
in to order his set; another friend saw them
and ordered a set, and so on. As time
moved forward, Philip had made several
sets of saddlebags and was beginning to fine
tune the process. One day, a man came into
the shop and asked if this is where the sad-
dlebags were being made. When Philip said.
“Sure, I can make you a set,” the guy said,
“Oh, no. I don’t want a set, I want to sell
them!”  And thus it began.

As a hippie leather craft store, our equip-
ment was pretty much limited to hand tools.
A few years earlier a customer had traded
Philip an ancient (end of the 19th century)
mechanical press for a couple of leather
jackets. It was a trade I made fun of for
years as the machine sat in our garage
gathering dust. However, as we began man-
ufacturing it was clear that we needed to fig-
ure out how to use the press, and we need-
ed a sewing machine, a rivet machine, and
more hand tools. We found used equip-
ment, much of which we still have and still
use. The salesman would take saddlebags
into the local Harley dealers in Northern Cal-
ifornia, convince the owners they would sell,
and stock their stores. When we began we
had two styles of saddlebags and two tool
bag choices. It didn’t take long for Philip to
realize he needed to expand the line. He de-
cided to add Indian Head Nickels as his iden-
tifying symbol; besides, he enjoyed the dou-
ble entendre of the “nickel bag.”

Then, the leather source became an
issue. We were purchasing leather from a
“jobber” in California. It was good quality,

The Leatherworks
Makers of fine custom saddlebags

ALL ABOUT
STORY BY AIMEE THATCHER, THE LEATHERWORKS, PHOTOS BY STEPHEN BERNER
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but we were being charged a lot for each side of leather. Back
then, the leather we used was natural in color and we dyed it black.
Then we found we could find leather that was already dyed, but in
the sun it would turn brown. As the years passed Philip found tan-
neries that would sell him top grain black leather and it was drum
dyed so it stayed black. He became picky about the quality of the
leather. The tannery began working with him to get the leather the
way he wanted it; no big scratches from barbed wire, no fat wrin-
kles, no swelling from rain—high quality leather. We found industrial
strength thread that won’t break after stress or time, rivets to hold
critical sections together, quality, durable buckles, and we listened
to our customers’ ideas about what they wanted as features in their
saddlebags. We added D rings for tie downs, covers for the zippers
so fenders weren’t scratched, doubled the leather on the tops of
the bags to help them not sag, (eventually changing that to ABS
plastic,) and changed the backs from leather to rubber reinforced
with ABS plastic so the whole bag holds its shape. New designs and
products came from customer suggestions or requests for custom.

For a while, the press remained in our garage. Every morning
Philip would go out with coffee and “click” out the parts for the day’s
manufacturing. Though production lists had begun and we were
working to fill specific orders, Philip never became a businessman,
he remained the artist. A customer would envision something differ-
ent and he would make their bag to their specifications. And so, we
began making not just black saddlebags but “custom” saddlebags, in
any color with any configuration of options. Philip would joke that he
had become like Burger King—the customer could have it their way.

As the artist, Philip always turned out the highest quality product.
As volume and the manufacturing process grew, the employees did
more and more of the tasks and we expanded the facility. Philip con-
tinued to demand the product be made exactly right and look per-
fect.  If his name was going to be associated with it, it had to be not
just good, it had to be perfect. This can be very difficult to do with
any product; with leather, a skin with wrinkles, scars and other im-
perfections, it is a major challenge. However, Philip’s demand for
top quality saddlebags that would last for many years and look good
the whole time has never changed and has carried forward to
today. The Leatherworks starts with top quality materials and we
quality control the product from beginning to end. We offer more
custom options than anyone in the industry; saddlebags are made
to the customer’s specifications. In that sense, nothing has
changed in 35 years.

In future installments, I will guide you through the process of envi-
sioning a custom saddlebag to seeing it become a reality. You will
know for sure that you always measure twice, that I will question
you on every aspect, and you will follow the process of making a
saddlebag. Plus, I will explain what factors you need to consider
when purchasing a saddlebag, whether stock or custom. IW

Reader Service No. 40

*RESOURCE

The Leatherworks
Stockton, CA 
209-983-9200
www.leatherworksinc.com
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