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  Hand Crafted

Dan Mayer favors Baltic birch, a material 
whose use was pioneered for tree-building 
by Dale Harwood, for his Wade forks. The 
wood comes in laminated sheets, which 
Mayer glues together to create a block of 
wood. Through a process that involves an 
electric grinder, hand file and sandpaper, 
the lines of the wood take shape like a 
topographic map, making the relief lines 
apparent.
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Montana saddle maker Dan Mayer belongs to an emerging 
generation of craftsmen whose work some experts say constitutes 

a golden age of the art. What sets him apart is his control of the 
saddle-making process, from tree to leather.

Story and photography by RYAN T. BELL 

T
HE TREE is A sECRET 
that a saddle keeps hid-
den beneath layers of 
leather. Just as a horse 
owes its conformation 

to bone structure, so, too, does a tree 
determine a saddle’s shape, durabil-
ity, function and comfort. However, 
the buyer’s paradox is that, short of 
using x-ray technology, horsemen are 
blindfolded when evaluating this es-
sential component. The best indicator 
they have is the reputation of the tree 
builder.

When Montana saddle maker Dan 
Mayer started out in the business, he 
had no intention of building his own 
trees. The way he figured it, leather-
working took enough time to master, 
let alone the carpentry skills required to 
build his own trees. His initial plan, like 
that of many reputable saddle crafts-
men, was to partner with a custom-tree 
maker. But that arrangement, he found 
out, did not allow him to build saddles 
that met his exacting standards, so he 
learned to build the trees himself.

Mayer’s quest to become a saddle 
maker typifies that of a new generation 
of craftsmen who some experts believe 
are setting a standard of excellence 
never before seen.

  Hand Crafted
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With the 
snowcapped 

Lima Peaks in 
the distance, 
Mayer holds 

a finished 
saddle with an 
elephant-hide 

seat inlay.
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Heirs of Harwood
in the summer of 1982, Dan Mayer was a 17-year-old ranch boy, 
gangly legged and narrow-shouldered, growing up on his fam-
ily’s ranch near Lima, Montana. in the back of the musty barn, he 
found a dilapidated saddle that had been collecting cobwebs for 
years. Mayer’s parents had given him a saddle-making book for a 
birthday present.

“i must’ve been an ornery kid,” Mayer says, “because my parents 
were always giving me things to do. ‘Learn a trade,’ my father said. 
He wanted me to have something to fall back on if ranching didn’t 
pan out.”

Mayer went to work dissecting the saddle, using his leather-
working book like an anatomy textbook. The tree was a clunky old 
A-frame, probably made in the late 1800s. Mayer used the leather 
castoffs for patterns to cut new pieces, which he used to recon-
struct the saddle into what he envisioned would be a bona fide 
working saddle. it was anything but. The saddle was so narrow it 
didn’t fit any of the ranch horses.

“i sold it to a buckaroo working on the Matador Ranch,” Mayer 
says. “He must’ve had some small horses.”

The experience taught Mayer two lessons. One, he liked working 
with leather; and two, the tree is the foundation of a good saddle. 
in his teenage years, Mayer practiced by making belts and chaps 
that he sold to people around Lima. Today, he runs into friends in 
town who wear belts made during that nascent stage in his career.

A year after the A-frame, Mayer tried his hand at building a sad-
dle, this time with a factory tree he ordered by mail. He was excited 
by the field of custom saddles, thanks to a Dale Harwood saddle 
his cousin owned. Made brave by youthful ambition, he loaded 
his newly built saddle into his truck and drove south into idaho to 
show it to the man himself— Dale Harwood.

in the 1950s, when Harwood learned to build, the saddle-mak-
ing community was secretive about its craft.

“When i came up, everyone felt threatened,” Harwood recalls. 
“Go in a shop, they’d quit working and sometimes even cover 

their saddles up with a blanket if they thought you were there 
trying to learn.”

By the time teenage Dan walked into Trail’s End saddle shop 
in idaho Falls, word had gotten out that Harwood was willing 
to share his knowledge with anyone who had the aptitude to 
learn. The shop’s door was a portal through which a who’s-who 
of aspiring saddlers passed: Jeremiah Watt, steve Mecum, Chas 
Weldon, scott Brown, steve Mason, Kent Frecker. Like the great 
craftsman Don King’s sphere of influence in sheridan, Wyo-
ming, Harwood’s mentoring has launched many careers in the 
field of saddle making.

As Mayer walked past Harwood’s display saddles that all but 
twinkled, he had second thoughts.

“When i look back, i’m embarrassed at how awful my saddle 
was,” Mayer says. “i didn’t know basic techniques, like stitch groov-
ing. But Dale critiqued it with grace.”

Mayer built another saddle and returned with it to Harwood’s.
“The first saddle was so awful, i’m amazed he let me back into 

his shop,” Mayer says. “Dale saw that i had listened to what he 
said and he took an interest in me. i tried not to camp on his 
doorstep.”

Harwood sympathized with the plight of young saddle mak-
ers because when he was at their career stage, he’d been forced to 
wing it. 

“i got good at doing it wrong,” Harwood says. “Now, if there are 
things i’ve discovered over these 51 years, i’m willing to share my 
knowledge with someone serious about starting out.”

A Taste for Trees
Before long, Mayer was skilled enough to land a job building 
saddles for George Holt of Dillon, Montana. For a year-and-a-
half Mayer repaired saddles while building his own under Holt’s 
guidance. Over that period, Mayer completed eight saddles, slowly 
learning each step of the process by rote. He also started acquir-
ing the machinery and tools necessary to open his own shop, in a 

Above: After Mayer harvests a Douglas fir from the mountains, he 
delivers the log to Bob Young for milling. With Mayer’s guidance, 
Young has learned to cut beams from the heartwood, where the 
timber is ideally suited for carving the bars of a saddle tree.

Right: Inspecting a rough-cut beam of fir, Mayer checks that it’s 
correctly milled. If the grain travels diagonally across the end, it is 
acceptable.
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building that he constructed on an empty lot near the train tracks 
in Lima. 

The next logical step was to strike out on his own in the saddle-
making business.

At that time, the early 1990s, custom tree makers were in short 
supply. so, like most every other aspiring saddler, Mayer put his 
name on a reputable tree-maker’s wait list. Todd McGiffin was an 
Oregon-based maker of Wade trees who had been trained by Har-
wood, which made him seem like a natural fit for Mayer. But after 
supplying Mayer with only a few trees, McGiffin retired, sending 
Mayer back to square one in the game of tree-maker hopscotch.

“i had a taste for high-quality trees, but no way to get them,” 
Mayer recalls.

The key to Harwood’s success, Mayer realized, was that he built 
his own saddle trees. so Mayer decided to learn to make his own. 
John Michaud, a tree-builder who supplied George Holt, taught 
a three-day workshop in Billings, Montana. Mayer attended and 
realized that by designing his own tree patterns and deciding on 
the materials with which they were made, he would have absolute 
control over the integrity of his saddles.

Ever influenced by Harwood, Mayer borrowed his mentor’s 
wood recipe: Baltic birch for the fork, and Douglas fir for the bars 
and cantle. He bought birch from cabinet shops that imported it 
from Russia, and the fir he found in the mountains of southwest 
Montana, where he harvested his own. 

Felling his own fir wood is the ultimate form of quality control, 
but it’s also an excuse for Mayer to ride horseback in the Centen-
nial Mountains, searching for saddle-tree-grade timber. On those 
summer days, he would throw a newly built saddle onto one of his 
dozen Quarter Horses and head for the hills, scouting for Douglas 
fir that met his specifications—44 feet in diameter, straight as an 
arrow and with no signs of cracking. Come winter, when the tree 
had dried out and the sap had been drawn into the ground, Mayer 
returned and felled the tree, skidding the log across the snowpack 
using the winch on his truck.

Most saddle trees are made of cottonwood or yellow poplar, 
typically harvested in the Midwest or on the East Coast. Mayer 
prefers Douglas fir because the wood’s fibers are more tightly wo-

ven together than cottonwood or yellow poplar’s. But even then, 
there is a sweet spot within a fir trunk where the wood is best suit-
ed for saddle-tree making. 

imagine a cross-section of a tree stump. The pith, the central 
core of a tree, is too dense for woodworking. And the outer growth 
layer, called the cambium, or sapwood, is too pitchy. Mayer wants 
the section between the two, called the heartwood, where the 
compacted growth rings give strength to a saddle tree.

Mayer used to mill his own wood, but in recent years, Lima 

Mayer favors the daisy stamping pattern, which he was  
introduced to by Dale Harwood. It compresses the leather fibers 
in heavy-use areas, such as fenders and seat jockeys, adding 
durability and life to a saddle.

Using a tool called a spoke shave, Mayer carves the cantle body 
which he’ll next cover with a Cheyenne roll.
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resident Bob Young has taken over the job with his portable saw-
mill. The job appears to be as simple as slicing carrot sticks out of 
a giant carrot, but it is more complicated than that. Young posi-
tions the saw blade so that it cuts diagonally against the grain of 
the wood. Looking at the end of a properly cut 3-by-7-inch beam, 
the grain will form a pattern of diagonal lines. Mayer then chops 
the rough-cut beams into 2-foot lengths and writes the date on 
them with a black felt-tipped marker. Then he stores the wood in 
his shop for up to three years, time enough for it to dry and cure, 
before carving it into the bars of a tree.

What’s at stake in this painstaking process is a battle against 
physics. A rider’s weight exerts a force perpendicular to the 
direction of a saddle tree’s bars, which run lengthwise along a 
horse’s back. if the grain doesn’t run diagonally through the 
wood, the rider’s weight causes the wood to split. This critical 
detail is why Mayer values a custom-made saddle tree over the 
mass-produced variety.

Golden Age of Saddles
Mayer’s generation of craftsmen has benefited from a renaissance 
in horsemanship. While Harwood got his start by earning a repu-
tation with ranchers and cowboys, since the 1980s, custom saddle 
makers have developed reputations through the advent of the ce-
lebrity horse clinician.

“it used to be that when the average person walked into a tack 
store, he was only exposed to the usual factory saddle brands,” 
Harwood observes. “But the whole horse industry has changed. 
The majority of high-grade saddles ridden today are by people 
who go to horsemanship clinics.”

Harwood credits the change to the United states’ robust con-
sumer economy that, the past few years aside, ranks among the 
best in world history.

“People have had the disposable income to buy nicer horses, to 
go to horsemanship clinics, and to buy better saddles,” he says.

As a result, Harwood believes saddle making is in a golden age.
“The best saddle and tree makers weren’t alive 50 or 100 years 

ago; they’re here now. And i think that’s going to continue,” Har-
wood says.

Randy Rieman, a Montana-based horse trainer and rawhide 
braider, agrees.

“When i first started in this business 30 years ago, there weren’t 
many guys building what i would call superbly crafted saddles. 
Now, we are in a golden age of horse jewelry,” Rieman says. “There 
are better craftsmen than ever before, and the level of horseman-
ship today, among people who make their living with horses, is 
better than at any other time in the history of the world. i’m glad 
to be part of it.”

The trend owes to several factors. Better-educated horsemen are 
willing to pay a premium for top-grade work, which in turn drives 
competition among saddle makers. Aspiring saddle makers have 
open access to the knowledge of experts like Harwood and course-
work organized by the Traditional Cowboy Arts Association.

“But the single biggest influence on the high-end saddle in-
dustry was Ray Hunt,” Harwood says. “Ray was an unbelievable 
horseman, and through his clinics he put high-grade saddles out 

Left: With tree patterns hanging on the back wall, Dan Mayer  
uses a file to create the signature contours of a Wade tree.  
The painstaking process relies as much on feel as it does  
visual inspection.

Below: Mayer uses a scratch compass to mark the border of a seat 
dish that he’ll fill with daisy stamping. This saddle is one of two  
commissioned by a pair of horsemen in Switzerland.
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there in front of a public that had never 
seen them before. i benefited from it, too, 
because Ray Hunt rode my saddles.”

The story of how Ray Hunt met Har-
wood is canonized in the cultural his-
tory of the American West. in 1962, Hunt 
brought a then-little-known “Wade” 
saddle to Harwood, whom Hunt knew 
by reputation alone. He asked the saddle 
maker to rebuild it, and from that day 
forward Harwood became Hunt’s go-to 
maker of Wade saddles. 

You can track today’s clinician-saddle 
makers like a genealogical tree that de-
scends from the original Harwood-Hunt 
relationship. Hunt’s proteges ride saddles 
built by Harwood proteges. Peter Camp-
bell rides saddles by Robert Chavez and 
John Visser. Buck Brannaman favors Kent 
Frecker. And a triad of clinicians—Joe 
Wolter, Bryan Neubert, Randy Rieman—
ride Dan Mayer saddles.

A saddle-making renaissance does 
come with drawbacks, however. The list of 
celebrity horse trainers is short compared 
to that of top-drawer saddle makers. A 
bevy of them have had to cut their teeth 

the old-fashioned way—by earning the 
respect of cowboys and ranchers. Among 
these, Harwood is impressed by the work 
of steve Mason (High River, Alberta), 
Wayne Kelly (stanford, Montana), scott 
Brown (salt Lake City, Utah), and steve 
Mecum (Crowheart, Wyoming).

Harwood also worries that makers to-
day don’t produce enough saddles each 
year to get the repetition required for 
mastery. Throughout Harwood’s career, 
he’s built some 1,450 saddles, averaging 
30 saddles per year. Mayer, in comparison, 
is on his 300th saddle, averaging about 15 
saddles a year—par by today’s standards.

“Dan hasn’t made a lot of saddles,” Har-
wood says, “but his saddles are as mechani-
cally sound as they come. it also helps Dan 
that he’s a good hand a-horseback and he 
really uses the equipment.”

Like a mentor should, Harwood bal-
ances his praise for Mayer with critique.

“His biggest challenge is that he has 
trouble staying focused. He cowboys in 
the summer and guides hunters in the 
fall,” he says. “At some point, Dan will get 
to the age where he’ll be forced to just 

build saddles. Then he’ll get the repeti-
tions he needs.”

Mayer values Harwood’s criticisms be-
cause they’re born from experience.

“He’s so far advanced that some of the 
answers he’s given to my questions have 
taken me years to understand,” he says.

But Mayer understands one lesson from 
Harwood, loud and clear.

“Dale told me to experiment and figure 
out what works for me,” Mayer says. “They 
say that if someone copies you, it’s a com-
pliment. But i don’t want to copy anyone. 
i use Dale’s methods, but i’ve created my 
own patterns that suit my style of saddle 
making.”

Research and Development
The alliance between a clinician and a sad-
dle maker isn’t a business agreement with 
signatures on a dotted line, but a contract 
signed in dallies and dust. An aspiring sad-
dle maker doesn’t just call up an acclaimed 
clinician who then agrees to promote his 
saddles. A trainer’s reputation is his horse, 
meaning that a saddle is the one thing that 
sits between them and success.
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Before Rieman moved to Montana in 
2006, he lived in New Mexico where he 
trained horses, braided rawhide gear and 
day-worked as a cowboy. One spring, a 
rancher in southern Colorado asked for 
his help on a branding crew. 

“A fella was having a bit of trouble with 
the horse he was riding and asked if we 
could switch,” Rieman remembers. “i real-
ly liked his saddle; a roughout Wade, made 
by Dan Mayer. i’d heard the name before, 
but never ridden one of his saddles.”

When Rieman moved back to his na-
tive Montana, he ended up living 15 miles 
down the highway from Lima. Rieman 
dropped by Mayer’s workshop and they 
struck up a trade. Rieman would give 
Mayer a rawhide reata to cover a portion 
of the cost of a custom saddle. For the re-
mainder, Mayer had a proposition.

“i’ll build you the saddle and i want you 
to ride it for three months,” he said. “Then 
bring it back and tell me everything you 
don’t like about it. i’ll build you a new one 
and trade you straight across.”

Rieman was hard-pressed to find fault 
in Mayer’s design.

“What i appreciated about Dan was 
how he redesigned the top of his bars,” 
Rieman explains. “You have a hard time 
making a narrow saddle without going up 
and away from the horse. He took some 
wood off the top of the bars so you have 
more room under your legs, without 
needing to have a broader seat.”

He asked for one significant change 
in the design: Rieman wanted the lighter 
weight of an in-skirt rigging, but with the 
lower placement of a flat-plate design.

“The design we came up with is plum 
invisible,” Rieman says. “i never hang a 
latigo up on it, and it doesn’t make a bump 
under your knee.”

Mayer’s greatest asset as a saddle maker 
is his lifetime of experience on horseback. 
Not only was he born and raised on the 
family ranch, he studied agriculture at 
the College of southern idaho, where he 
rode saddle broncs on the rodeo team. He 
made it to the college national finals twice, 
and better than halfway filled his pro-
rodeo card. But Mayer stuck with saddle 
making.

“Rodeo is a single man’s game,” he says.

Today, when he isn’t making saddles, 
he spends the fall working as a hunting 
guide and horse packer. And in the sum-
mer, Mayer, his wife, Angie, and their five 
kids manage a cow camp in the Bitterroot 
Mountains, where they run 800 stocker 
cattle. At camp, he sets up a saddle work-
shop in a room just off the bunkhouse 
kitchen. Like Harwood observed, Mayer 
hasn’t turned his life entirely over to sad-
dle making, because sitting in the saddle 
still calls to him just as much as building 
them.

His expert touch owes to decades of ex-
perience and a debt of gratitude to a cavvy 
of horsemen and saddle makers who 
bushwhacked the path he follows. True to 
Harwood’s legacy as a teacher, Mayer now 
works with an up-and-coming young sad-
dle maker, Jeff Haslam of Preston, idaho, 
who has been building saddles with Mayer 
for eight years. 

Mayer knows that, at times, a guiding 
hand is exactly what a craftsman needs.

Contributing editor RYAN T. BELL lives in  
Montana. Send comments on this story to  
edit@westernhorseman.com.


