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The Sky’s the Limit

There's no reason why comfortable, well-balanced saddles can't
look like museum-quality showpieces, say Lisa and Loren Skyhorse.
The Durango, Colorado, saddlemakers prove it's possible every day.

Article by Kyle Partain * Photographs by Chris Marona

heir saddles mighl look more at

home in a museum or art Lg_:a”vr}'

than on a horse’s back, but a little

silver and f;‘m(‘}’ t'nf>|ing shouldn't
blind consumers to the facts. Lisa and
Loren Skyhorse’s work is designed for
everyday use.

.Nl;}'lmrx(" Saddles’ husband-and-wife
team has a simple philosophy when it
comes to g(md saddles: You can have it
all. That means buyers should expect a
comtfortable, well-fit, balanced saddle
that’s as fancy as anything seen in classic
western movies and television shows.
For saddle aficionados, Skyhorse pieces
m[ghl evoke memories of Ed Bohlin's
over-the-top parade-saddle designs.

“No matter how beautiful or ornate
our saddles, it’s important that lhu‘_\ re
all rideable.” Lisa savs. “Some of the fan-
ciest ones :night never be ridden, and
some are more delicate than {thvrs, but
the '_\"l't‘ all a]mi‘glnvd as functional le‘i'l‘.‘i,“

Function and beauty arc the hallmarks
of all lhjng.\ the Skvhorses set their minds
to, whether it’s saddles, v[rg.ml furni-
turc or the custom leatherwork that
decorates everything from doors to an
entertainment center in their 1 Jurango,
Colorado, home. It qui('kl)r becomes
obvious that Lisa is an artist who makes
m:](”v.\:, and not a saddlemaker with a
touch of artist in her. Instead, she's
shunned the traditional painting and
-<a'!|||)|ing in favor of leatherwork,

“The combination of leather and how

Despite their intricate
designs, all Skyhorse sad-
tles are made to be ridden.
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t fits inta my horse lifestvle is what
|:-|-|.-.--| m into |||.aL'ir|:__- saclelles” Lisa
A s ove Creating tunctional art
wark, and leather just seems to be the

||. 51 N || wim for that

An Artist First

Some artists believe there’s no such
thing as “functional art.” Ch Yol tak
A PHeCe and i'-III il Loy '-'.l-"I-i, it |'||'||r|1:L r
dloesn't

art, isa, as one would imaging
suhscribe Lo thas theory
“She' 1l bk horns with any tracitional
artist who believes that” savs Loren,
sporting a slight smile that appears to hold
hack stories of such encounters, ¥l think
she's alwavs w .1||I;-g'|| Lia |'|i'-.l'.r.' that she
could work in leather and it still be art”

} VETT MIOre 50 1% t]l-.' I.'Ilil'l‘. et J i%a
derives from leatherwork. Abwavs a horse-
woman, the chanee o work i an mJtlwll'}'
that revolved around horses, where com
nany research ||u1|'l.'1|'.=l:1l spent bcwrses
back, seemed a perfect career choice

(M course, |:4--.'nmi|'|_~_1 a bemnale saddle
maker in the earlv 1970s was casier said
than done, However, with the |"II.'I|'I of a
weasoned craftsman, Lawrence DeWitt,
Lisa learned the basics of building a traci
tiomal cowhoy saddle, Not long after, she
e el her o ~'|'ua-!'- in Arcata, California

“Lawrence was alw ays support v ol
my unigue style as it developed through
the vears.” Lisa savs. “But even back then
there were things I was doing differ
ently, He was always such a wonderful
mentor, and obvioush very e mineled
since he was '.1.;|||||'|E_ to work with a
woman at that time.”

Three yvears into her new carcer, Lisa
andd Loren were married. The two have
been together since, spending mu h of that
tme ||1i|.-_': ancl working at their Trinicdad,
Califrnia, ranch, which '||h'} called home
for nearly 20 vears belore moving to
Durango. Loren had no real sacdelle-baile |1r|_zj
expericnee, but he was a seas el ranch
hamed whis unclerstood basic .\.'I.'!illll.'i]l."'-l.;}_l'l.
The rest, he learmed L||.:u'k|'. froam Lisa,

'\|_':|'|'|: |--.ir|;.:|..1.1 the t |'iir1:| ‘-.,'h]l”l.' Lisa bl

started r_|1|-|t:m|:a.|.n'\ dlowam its unigue T wacl.
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[he: fully tooled, intric drl'l:- carved saddle
featured custom-made, turquaoise conchas
andd sold for 51,000 to the Abercrombie
& Fitch store in San Francisco, California,
“Maost of our fully tooled saddles were
woing hor £450 at the tim . SOHLD sl e
{or 51,000 was a big deal for us.” Lisa
recalls, “1 realized then that Y heart
was in building really beautiful saddles,
not just the traditional cowboy stull.”
And thus, Skvhorse's saddle-market

niche was born. “It was kind of like the
L

baseball miovie (Fie

of Direcams): I you baibel
it, they will come.” Lisa savs, “All we wanted
I,||i|-:| YWas S H s |11|L:u]1 satldles to make a
living, but our w illingness to follow that
dream has paid off through the years.”

In an attempt to embrace their artistic
natures, Lisa and Loren have |1~"-'¢'|n|11'<|

a “collection” series that ultimately will

This design incorporates a

variety of animals and flowers.

include at least 10 designs otfered i
extremely limited editions (three of each
desion will be produc 1. The artists plan

i3 Ls'l,"'l-l (R R s |_l.:l S, W I'Ill l:‘|:'i"|'|!|__'L

the remainin

1 twi for sale to the public
The first two -,.'..‘i-.”l'*- in the colle LIeny,
W Are All Re L.I:l.ll.h .1!"| = r||:|-I Luck

Slclesm |l”I ..-‘.Ill'l.'.'lll'. |'..l'\-l |!l'l II.l:I':Illll.'[l."l

New Home

After nearly two decades on the Pacihic
Coast, the couple decided on a whim to
redocat Il.-!_'||||'|:|:_'|:- I hey ol visited the
town Just a Tew THmes w |'|i'|'|, (4141 I|'l WAy
back trom a New Mexico trip, th deci

sion was made. The southwestern Col
orado community offered some delmit
henehts for the l.“llllll. and their work

Mare centrally located than thev'd
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been in the [rast, Lisa and Loren tound
themselves amor 1 an alfluemt clientele,
while also benefiting from a stronger
western influence

“We thought we r||i;|:1 just live here
for a vear or so, kind of like a l.".nr'lal'l;_';
vacation, sayvs Lisa. "It was the last year
our two kids were at home and it was a
great ai Iventure to move to a |:|m ¢ with
new trails to ride. We just fell in love
with the mountains, the community and
everything about the area. So we wemt
back to California, sold the ranch and
came right back to Durango.”

The area’s amenitics are tOD NUMErous
to list, but Loren counts the fact that
8 percent of the county is ||u|l|'.1 Jarud
as a top s “i”j.'. point, Mumerouws trail
syslems [hr'llu_:'_h a variety of lardsi apes

| CANy s ~1r1|| I II]I'||.'.iI'|‘iI Loy marme D)

“Wie Are Ml Related,” is the first design
im the Skyhorse Collection series. A
second series saddle, “Good Luck
Sadesaddle, " has akso been completed.

;‘u.:||| o [|'||' 00 |-.'|,1|| mix ool cow |>-l'.--,
Ymerican Indians, retirees and a thriy ing
art community that makes | Juranga an
icleal location for the Skvhorse family.

And with 35 acres out their bac L<|-'-H|,
there's Falrn'._'. of room to pasture ithe fam
ily's horses — when they aren't being used.

Durango certainly has its advantages,
but Lisa and Loren are L|||iL'L Lo point
ot *"|1"'5.L: Wil things about their former
Calitornia location, as well,

i | I!*-1'-.{ L4 ||,-|,-| |IL.I. it was a '.l.':'l'il'llr l|i'~
advantage because we weren't out rub
|1||;; elbows with a lot of western people
there,” Loren savs, “We didn’t have rmany
opportunities to glean ideas from other
saddlemakers, silversmiths or artists,
| l.ll?l\"ll': Il.ll'L}_ | I|'|i|'i'\ E‘I'i!l; I|'|.'|I i.‘-l>|.'|ll.'l.|
Was a gt [t fore |--| us to create our ovwm

style and our ovwn look. You might even



say we were ignorant about what a

-.'|||I”l.' Was '\IJ|'I|'" 1l li 141 |l"l "I‘-\. iil-\.'-'.“

Time in the Saddle

J'|!||||I\.'I [} iIIlI Al "'Ilil TS, E 1541 -'I[HI]I e
have taken to backcountry riding and
CAHmPIeg since the | harango monwe, T'he
OULIngs proy de time to rescarch saddl
LG ||I- Aricl I|l. '-I_'.'_II‘-.

W went on a ride recently where ow

clay was just uncler 20 miles,” Loren
savs, We -|'u, i =evien I'|-:|||r"- I I|'||.'.'\..'|l.||”|
and never did get uncomtortable”

[he L-.u||ll- SCES TI0 TEASON '.1.'|1_'.' any
wistern saddle should feel like sitting
o a2 -inch-by-6-inch board " They v
.'||'\.|> :||'x| I|||||'|| W .i.‘\.‘\ (8] l.'lll'llirl.'ull vxlira

‘-.Illlllul' |11I|L, 50 11 o4 u.'\:IIl besed |ILI' al I"l::-

Nat all Skyhorse sad-
iles feature intricate
tling. Custom orders
are desigaed to fit
clients’ needs.

e -1|'.=.n:.c'§||||_:1 a"55 I=_:.1||ll|1 barrel”
Dietails, such as how the groun | seat's
L ._|_|".-.'||. r'|'|.‘._L¢-.' .’||i !i:||' I.L'IH.I i [ |'ll.'I'L‘.|.'|.'rI
a tseable saddle and a comtortable saddle,
in Loren's mind. In lact, his focus with
any project s ~i:||:.:-|l. ¢ Take care of the
smiallest details first, and the bigger pic
TUFe W I|| I.|L| Care of itsell, The Sky
horses Ok S0k far as to carvi _;_'_1'1 AN seals
dilferently for men and women, a |l|\'.ll'}
thev can afford as custom saddlemakers:
J|||_u||. |I.|\.i||| 1:| seats Iuiil th -.'||I'|i'|:l.5rl'x'-:-
il sign plans on most sacldles, which ar
constructed from Hermann Oak No. |
leather and feature less bulk than many
current-day saddles. Skvhorse saddles
usually weigh between 30 and 40 pounds,
“But they .|'|,' \[I”_ Nil'lll'.;_t{'"lhl];_-:'l'l Lix I'|l|'ll.'
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“Wel, no— | think we cam prohably
rul out “Mad Cow Disease.'”
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Saddlemakers Loren and Lisa Skyhorse use leather in all their decorating. They've designed many of the furnishings
that decorate thesr Durango, Colorado, home.

Loren points out. Well, ex ept tor the
ome they made to hang on the wall as
“art.” And it might have held up 1o roping,
as well, bt it was cut in hall to becom
twio art pieces, “What we ve done with
.||| our '\.._'|_|1-:“|"- 15 l;.'||-:|'l| a I|'.!|l|'li|rl'|.|. bt
andd put in some of our own twists. But
they all still start with wood trees coy
ered in :'.p.\!.-_gL-_“

The trees come from Timberline Saddle
Iree € Ay in Yernal, Ultah - each
one specit .1|t_'. ordered from a handful
of measurements F?Il"'tl'i!.k"il bw the cus
tomer, But that doesn’t mean the sad
dle's built for a partic ular horse

“We don't usually build saddles that
vy, Lisa savs, “because the sackdle should
cagthive the horse, Wi want to buildd a good

fitting, all-around sacdle |'x!1lx.'|||'-, if folkes

replace a howrsas for whatever reason, they i
going 1o end up with a new horse that's
thi: same brecd and roughly the same size”

Haorse sive is the |>i;_:\é_.:-.-xl cha g isa's
seett the last 30 years, On Average, she
savs, horses are more heavily muscled
anel |:-L|.|||_'. IR |'rn1i|'|l:|'i heavier than when
she started in the business. And that means
sacldles are wider than they used t s be
tor allenw the horse to move freely,

“Anel there are =0 many ;_{.m.--”h S0 TV
with long shoulder movements,” she savs,
“I dean't want to inhibit their movements by
putting too small saddles on their backs”

*First and foremost, we have to make
sure the tree bits the horse \" | oren adds.

\s for their own horses, the former
endurance riders have a “leftover™ Ara

bian, Blare, in addition to two gaited



orses another FEASOT W ||'|. thev ve

been so careful to ||l.'.'1'i'__'|'l sacldles that
wiork with gaited breeds, Nivhoni ( NWavajo
Lo *Beautiful One™)

and Chevenne, a Missouri Fox

. a spotted Saddle
Horse.
[rotter, are Lisa and Loren's regulan

backeountry riding mounis.

Thriving Partnership

(e reason the "L_'.ht'-l*v.' [:-.lr'lnrrwhip wiirks
a0 well is because Lisa andd Loren are wired
Just a little: olithe II.'I|I,|:._ Lisais the vigionary
whis likes tos Start ||i|': 15, W Rl Lowen
Focuses on the details and Enjovs finishir Ty
|J|.1' '-'.III'L: I.J|1|iLl."\i HTE DWW !u,'j',\an“ \.h: i'|"“.
there's no ompetitive situation l:|.1'i‘.‘:]:;_:
the two i this part |u-1':-»|1|;:u_

“Every saddle that comes out of the
\|'Iu|¥ has had all four of our hands on i
| TN =A% s, l"||!.'\- .'||'-l..I'.:- 8l e | |'|||_.'||'l- ra
tion o our talents Ay 1“:1”:!-. (141 I;|"|-,' In_';'_in
ning, Lisa always gave me the stull she
dlidn't like v de, and [ learned o like ic”

Building stirrups, sewing a cantle and
somic of the less-artistic aspedts ol their
saddle o sign have fallen on Loren's
shoulders, [ owever, he imLL_-n a kev roly
in the look of every Skvhorse saddle
because he's the “master of iling.”

.‘k'ﬁl'l'.”."'l N.El.'l.ill CRETLN ] Il'.l]lll il IIil:l"

wriations accentuated with oil . And it's

Loren's job to make sure those differences

are' as |'l|'l.l|||i|'|-.'|'1 a= Lisa has envisioned,
“I think I've really devels e an eve for
that color,” Loren admits, “lcan't draw a
stick hgure, so | ouess that's where I ¢
a chance te exl lw1 v artistic o J|h-
besst prart about our |-.1r||u---x|1i|> is that we
probalily et three or four times more
work done than an individual, Il we were
working on our own, it be tough 1|||1||,

duce enough waork to make a living”

I X ~|"I||' rll|II|.'_'1.| ‘feally small™ saddl.
1T hAr L.l.'f [N |Il.. ".-\'.'l WIS My |l||-:'\ |1.I-\.1i|"ix|t|
thanks to [isa and Loren's attention to

|'|'II| et service ancl artistic Hair

Cintaer Skvhorse saddles ar 970-385-7660600
om. Kyle Partain is a WH
o deate editor Send commenis on chis

ta L

Wik W '.|:.'||I.|'|'-|L' i
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