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George Michel

Having drawn wages as a cowboy for 17 years,
this California saddle maker now stays connected
to the lifestyle by customizing his saddles to the
needs of working ranch cowboys.

Story Iy GUY DEGALARD

N 1WA AT-YEAR-OLD FRENCHMAN George Michel was flipping through the
pages of Westers Horseenan and made o life-changing discovery, He realized that the
ranches and cowboys Ive'd read about still existed. Bank Langroores book Cosdaoy
confirmed what he had kearned, and he fived vicanoushy through the pictures of

oo seviy omy ibe pyges.

“People were telling me that the West
wisgone, he savs, | wanted tosee it for
myself”

So,in 1980, at age 24, Michel left his
pative France, bound for Tucson, Ar-
zona, b experiencs for himself the real
cowboy way of life. Equipped with a
bedroll, 0 used roping saddle and driv-
ing a 1971 GMC pickup, he traveled to
remote ranches looking for work, even
affering to work foe free. Joe Godf, from
the & Bar Ranch in Orace Junction, Ari-
o, gave buam his first chance

While learming the ropes at the & Bar,
Michel heard about the bz northern
Arizona outfits, such as the Dismond A,
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the OO and the Babbin ranclees, and
eventualty landed a job ot the X Bar 1,
mear Seligmman, A vear later, he wound
up on Mevada's TS and Spanish ranch-
£,

At the Spanish Ranch, he worked on
the wagon when Bill Kane was the cow
boss, and says that Bill "had o PRIV in
cattle, horses and men handling™ Even-
tually, Michel made his way to Califor-
i and hitred on at the Tegon Ranch,
where he met his future wife, Michelle

OMNTHE EANCHES he worked, Michel
noticed that mast of the cowboys had
a craft or hobby related to their trade

Farvi, AE &nd Rinothen & Eis Festinell i
Michal's sadsllas, pach as Wada,
“he the end of the diry, my lower ared
bone don't Feel tired,™ says Califomia
Dwwtry Canspball, *1 feal | st in my
eadddbe invtead of on top of ie.”

| 730 ANNIVERSARY

MAEER'S MARKS

Craftemanc George Miche!

Shope LK Ranch Saddie Shon, Fort Hicee=2,
California

Epecialty: Annch sadoles and replicas of the
G5 Garcis cand-suit headstag

Fact: Tn= 200 T winrersof the Jordan Valiey
g Loapichose Miched bo build their trophy
sadiclies.

Comtacks 510-¢ -2 780 omranchunet.

Some braided rawhide, others twisted
horsehair or worked with silver,

“I didi't have the patence for braiding,
anvd like most of the bodkaroos around mie
[ wwamted to dress np my gear with sibves,”
Michel savs “Terrv Riggs and Georpe El-
siier helgred 1ime get started back m 198"

Michel also had the chance to mest
tabented saddle makers such as Scott
Brown and Eddiz Brooks, who both
wiorked for LM Caprioka Co, in Elke,
Mevada, and freely shared their knowl-
edge with hirmn, He also cowboyved with
Brown on the Spanish, Gamble and
Fafter Diarmond ranches in Mevada,
and the Cuien Sabe Ranch in Cali-
formia. However, it wis Broce Grant's
book How e Moke Coaboy Horse Grar,
which he read in 1976 before coming
to the Linited States, that sparked Mi-
<hel's interest in saddle making. He
also credits Dale Harwood and fer-

The 2007 winners of the jordan Valley Big

L, Will Delong amd Barton,
selected Michel to maks thar traphy seddlen
Bk Wage of Anshelm, California, created
tha silver cantles plate with th ropens’ £5.0-
nipcond e on graved on (L,
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Michil werked horseback on ranches
emmial Watt for helping him refine his
craft,

Michel drew s last cowloy wages in
1997 and decided to become a tull-time
saddle maker,

“I 5w saddle moking ns a way bo work
for myself while staving commected to the
lifestyle,” he explains

Mided has had & fich relationship
with saddle making, but it was an ex-
cerph fram Wl Jarmess book Big Edmgh
tiat made him realize bow e felt about
wiorking with leather and the special
sonmestion between a cowiooy and his
saddbe ” .. - he stood back and leoked at
it and then finally reached and touched
it, rubbed his hands over the new leatlwer
and et the flower stamping, the cantle,
the lorn and all that was part of it That
saddle meant o beap more to Billy than
Ay shimy sitomaebdle oF adrplane could
meean boamy kid, It was bred m him fo
lonee saddde leather”

According fo Michel, a cowbaoys
gaclobe sometrmes depermmimes how le-gs
cvaluated at first glance by the conv baoss
and the rest of the crew when apphang
fiar a job,

Mt rells where he's from, what hes
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dione and for how beng” he savs, "But
mosth it reflects the pride the cowboy
Tias im huis weork”

Michel cnee took pride in the saddls he
roode, but he now takes pride in the sad-
dles he bualds, He claims that his sddles
are guaranteed not b “leak™ under nor-
mul nding condibons,

e of the most commion problenss
riders express toohim when placing 2
saddle order B that their old saddles
throw them forward and they can’t sit
diraen i thenk Michel s this is becase
the seat might not be deep enough or i
ton shart, causing the rider to get ahesd
of the horse. The most commen reason
Michel sees riders getfing out of position,
howewer, is that the stirrup leathers aren't
anchored far encugh forward. T keep 4
rider centersd in the saddle, Michel hangs
hiés stirrup keathers as Bar forward as possi-
ble, much like the bound stirrup leathers
o & brone sxddle. Proper stermug-leather
postion allows the rider fo stay out of
Hus rount’s way, while alio enbancing a
ricder’s fecl and timdng.

“Wlas of myv cusbomers are mpchers
and cowhays who do a lob of roping,” be
'|.-|:|ir|!s- out e mnpartant that they kﬂp
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tlsear balance when they raise up a their
stirrups andd swing their boops. The mome
ferward the stireup lesthers hang, the Far-
ther the rider can lean forward without
aving his Beet slide behind his center of
gravity, thus losing proper stirrup sup-
poit.

The proper positioning of the stir-
rup leathers is also determined by their
width, Miche] ikes to use 2V inch-wide
stereip leathers versus the J-inch style.

" narrower stirrup leather allows the
sabdle maker to set the anchor podnt
half-inchi more forward, thus gaining
rore freedom in the swing,” e explains,

Seat size i5 abso an important fictor
According to Michel, the longer the seat,
the easier it is for the rider to keep his feet
“ahead of his hat” which s fnportant
when riding a colt.

“Altheash sore fiders are successful
with a shorter seat, they alss tend to nide
msore precisely.” hie says, " The shorter the
gat, the more riding skills are needed to
gay m svne with the horse. Alsa, a saddle
with a decent seat but & poor strmup-
lether posimon won't feel & good asone
with a mediocre seat but o correct stir-
rikp beather Fm:.iliun. The 5Iirr|.|]:~ leather
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position, combined with their length and
the way they hang, is all part of the equa-
tion for keeping the rider balanced,”

Another Common Con0ern is mapraving
saddle A, Anall-friing tree conld be s
ing the problern, not allowing the saddle fo
sit praperty in the horse's shoulder pocket,
Pulling the shirt off the saddle allows M-
chel to read the marks of the tree on the
shirte and check fior wseven wear,

"Even wear marks indicate that the tree
doesin't fit that particular horse” he ex-
plains “More or less "rock” [the curvature
of the tree From froat to back], the "Aake”
[ Lateral twist i the tree| or a different bar
pad could improve the At of the saddle
on horses with asymmetrical withers,

"Uneven wear marks indicate acoooked
tree, but the ngging could ako twist the
saddle out of position. The wear marks
on the skirt will match the dry spots on
the horse's withers. But somtimes the
horss's withers aren't symametrical due 1o
cenfirmation o "

Throwgh the vears, Michel has wsed
custoni trees budlt prmarily by Scnumy
Felkins and Ben Swanke,

TODAY, MICHEL WORKS from a shop
outside his horse in Fort Bidwell, Cafifior-
nix. He has o web site, but preters to talk o
a potential customer on the phone or in
person to best sdentity has or her needs,

"They need 1o make a living with my
saddles o5 much as | do)” he savs, “They
need to be able to vse their horses no
matter the horse’s conformation or the
type of riding they do”

Although most of his customers are
ramchers and working cow lands, Michel
recenthy took an order from o't 2-year-old
buckaron whe wanted to trade ane of his
horses for a saddle, The youngster ako
wanted to make sure that “the horse was
genthe enough for George to ride”

[t been more than B0 vears since Mi-
chel came o the United States to cow-
bow. He atill holds the men and sommen
who make their ving horseback in high
regard, but knows he’s Bound hiz niche
miaking saddles,

“Saddle stamiping might sometinmes
Feel like a show and tediows job, but it sure
bents digging postholes.” he says, “Or 'l
just think about riding in & blzzand dur-
ingg calving season or riding fence m the
desert. Then. | know 1 am where [ want

to be" @




