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To my beautiful wife, Suzette. After being married to you for all of these years, my only regret is that I didn’t marry you sooner. Take me out to the ballgame baby and show me the treasure.






It is not the critic who counts; not the man who points out how the strong man stumbles, or where the doer of deeds could have done them better. The credit belongs to the man who is actually in the arena, whose face is marred by dust and sweat and blood; who strives valiantly; who errs, who comes short again and again, because there is no effort without error and shortcoming; but who does actually strive to do the deeds; who knows great enthusiasms, the great devotions; who spends himself in a worthy cause; who at the best knows in the end the triumph of high achievement, and who at the worst, if he fails, at least fails while daring greatly, so that his place shall never be with those cold and timid souls who neither know victory nor defeat.

—Theodore Roosevelt, “The Man in the Arena” (1910)









INTRODUCTION

I shed a lot of blood, sweat and tears trying to get my company, Saddleback Leather, up and going, and it wasn’t all mine. This book does not tell a traditional “How I Started” story. I have hit many bumps in the road along the way. A Mexican federale was sent to kill me, but I decided to kill him instead. I’m pretty sure I unintentionally worked for the Mexican mafia for a couple of years. For 3 long years, my black Lab, Blue, and I slept on the floor of a $100 a month apartment in the most dangerous city in the world, with no hot water, trying to get this business going.

Blue and I drove at least 100,000 miles all over North America without a radio in a slow and noisy 1971 FJ55 Toyota Land Cruiser that only got about 13 gallons per mile and 20,000 of those miles were driven with white knuckles on bad Mexican roads. I had lots of time to think about things as I drove, because Blue wasn’t much of a talker, but he was a good listener, and more than that, a dear and faithful friend (so much so that I immortalized him in the Saddleback Leather logo).

We slept cold and hot and restless hundreds of times in, around or on the rack of the Land Cruiser. I crashed, went homeless, killed, was bribed, bribed, hitchhiked, got robbed, broke down and went sleepless and hungry for weeks at a time. Blue got stolen once, and millions of dollars managed to disappear out of the company a couple of times (How awesome is it that I ever had that much money to lose!) I fought a bull in a Mexican bullfight, and twice I traded Blue’s stud fee puppies for tacos so I could eat right. Today, Blue’s healthy and fresh blood runs through the veins of many a dog in Mexico and the United States.

The journey has been amazing. While accidentally creating Saddleback Leather, I met amazing people. The most amazing is a fun and sexy woman, Suzette. We met, started kissing and got married. Nine months and 15 minutes later, our sweet little girl named Sela (rhymes with fella) was born. And then Suzette bore me a smart and handsome manchild and chess partner named Cross. I was single until I was 35, and my family thought I was being way too picky. My sister, Debbie, told me I really needed to shorten my list because the woman I had there didn’t exist. I told her to wait and see. Well, I got everything on the list, when I married Suzette, except that she wasn’t 5’8”, but I got everything else though. I honestly feel like I won the marriage lottery (most of the time).

Suzette’s compassion and love for the fatherless expanded our family to include a good number of Rwandan and Ugandan orphans, whom we proudly call sons. She also initiated a fun English language homeschool at our leather factory in Mexico. There is no one on Earth who brings more light and joy into my life than Suzette.


GOD, LEATHER AND GOOD TIMES

I need to make sure you know something before you keep on reading. A lot of real cool things have happened and are happening while getting this little leather company up and running. Sometimes it may sound like I’m bragging, but I’m just telling the story as it happened. There is nothing inside of us that makes us more special than the next guy. We weren’t born superior to anyone, nor have we become that. The only way I can explain how this cool story came together is that God decided it would happen. He chooses ordinary people and uses them to do things that bring people to know Him in a more personal way.

I will take credit for most of the sad, hard and awkward things that have happened while getting Saddleback going though. I’ve messed up and failed too many times to be able to take credit for anything good that has happened. I want to encourage those who feel down in the dumps and think about quitting, to not quit. Everybody makes mistakes as they try to get things going. You can’t have any success without them. But the sooner you get the mistakes out of the way, the sooner the good times will start rolling. It’s just the way it is. Go for it and stick with it. Remember, by perseverance, the snails reached the ark.

God does strange things that you’d never expect when you just start. He introduced us to a good number of kings, queens and emperors, and we’ve even had a few of them come stay in our tents where we live in Texas (Don’t feel sorry for us, they’re pretty cool tents). I’ve been interviewed on Fox News, CBS, NPR and other national broadcasts, and our marketing videos have even made it onto national TV.

Our leather bags have appeared in Hollywood movies, and part of this story, and what we do, has been written into many fiction and nonfiction books by authors who are owners of our leather bags. Saddleback Leather even made it into a Tom Clancy novel and two McGraw Hill college marketing textbooks. Toyota recently launched the Limited Edition Tundra, of which I designed the interior of with them, and Rolls Royce put us in their Enthusiast Club’s coffee table book because of our love for quality and design. Martin Guitar asked if we could work on a special edition Saddleback Leather guitar with them, and Major League Baseball asked us to not just provide the Official Leather Goods of the World Series Champion Texas Rangers, but asked us to offer our high quality leather goods for the rest of the league’s teams too. And in my office hangs a letter from President George W. Bush complimenting us on the cool Saddleback Leather luggage he owns.

All of these things confirm to us that we’re doing something right. It could be the excessive quality built into the designs that people are drawn to, or how we take the time to educate people on what quality is. Maybe it’s even our unprofessional and not funny marketing. Whatever the reason, we have treated challenges as stepping stones leading us toward the truly meaningful work we believe God is starting to reveal to us.

We are a people business cleverly disguised as a leather bag company.




WHY I WROTE THIS BOOK

This book tells the story of how I accidentally started what a lot of our customers have called “one of the coolest leather companies in the world,” along with the fun and hard times that came with it. As you will see, I didn’t develop a business plan until well after I’d started the company. Instead, I just started shipping bags and figured out the boring stuff later.

Right away, I had to get good at listening to those who knew how to do things better than I did. Throughout this book, I’ll pass along valuable lessons I learned as I was developing the company just in case you want to avoid some of the hard lessons I had to learn.

As I tell my story, it will become clear that I am a Christian who believes that God plays a rather active role in the world. I’m also the kind of person who speaks directly and plainly, much to the annoyance of some Christians. I’m cool with people who disagree with me, but I ask that you be cool with me back. If you’re a delicate and sensitive pussywillow who always gets their feelings hurt or who gets offended for other people when someone shares a thought or opinion that is different from yours, then you might want to stop reading this book right now. Or if you’re one of those fakey, judgmental Christians who looks down their superior nose at anyone who doesn’t have the same elevated thinking as you, then you might want to put this book down too. Basically, if you’re not the kind of person who can eat the fish and spit out the bones, you might find parts of this book tough to swallow. But stick with me. I think you’ll appreciate, or at least be entertained by, most of what I have to say.

I’m just going to describe what happened as I created this company, where my mind goes on all sorts of topics and what I personally believe. I’m not saying I’m right and everyone who doesn’t believe, think or act exactly like I do is wrong. I’m just telling you what’s in my head and heart and what has had significant impact in my own personal life, family and business. You can choose what to do with all of it.

My main hope for the book is that it encourages you to take a risk and try that thing you’ve been wanting to try or needing to take the next step with. I don’t mean you should try things that could cause you serious hurt or financial ruin (though I’m not saying you shouldn’t), but rather the things you think a lot about or that give you butterflies. Go for it. You’ll live.

I like what Thomas Edison said along the way to creating his lightbulb: “I have not failed. I’ve just found 10,000 ways that won’t work.” I found 10,000 ways a business won’t work before I found what did. We all have to try things and fail before we succeed. The way you get good at playing guitar is by playing guitar. The way you get good at taking pictures is by taking pictures. Likewise, the way you get good at doing business or traveling or designing or stepping out in faith is by doing it.

And you’ll know you’re doing the right thing when you start getting criticized for no good reason. It’s weird. I’ve been criticized a thousand times for doing business all wrong. Some criticism was helpful and some I deserved for being dumb, but often it was just from someone all mad that I wasn’t “following the rules.”

Remember the passage from Theodore Roosevelt’s “The Man in the Arena” speech, which I quoted at the start of this book? Roosevelt said, “It is not the critic who counts… The credit belongs to the man who is actually in the arena.” That quote makes me feel good every time I read it. May that be said of you.

I also hope that some of my experiences might connect with you or your business or your relationships in a way that you will be better off knowing about. Maybe you’ll feel my pain and that will be good enough to keep you from going there too. But I learned a lot from wise business coaches, friends, my wise father and good ol’ trial and error that I put into practice, and it eventually worked out really, really well.

For example, we aren’t a huge company, but I’ve been told a hundred times that Saddleback Leather has one of the strongest brands in the world. So, I’m going to share with you how I defined the brand in order to help you define your own personal or business brand too. These will help you figure out what you should you do in life, how to force yourself to innovate and how to motivate the people around you to action.

I’m also going to share, specifically and simply, how to come up with an attractive and powerful vision, whether for your family, your business, your ministry or your life that will pull for its own fulfillment. One that people will want to be a part of and help make happen.

Finally, I hope to encourage you to follow my example of sharing with others what you’ve learned, what matters to you or what has helped you in your own relationships, business or in life. Don’t hide it. What you say may not help the first 1000 people who hear you, but maybe it’ll help the next one or two. And they’ll be thankful you were confident enough to ignore the judgers and speak up.

I wrote this book because we are a people company cleverly disguised as a leather bag business, and may your story be that your marriage, parenting, work, relationship with God or purpose in life is stronger because you read the Saddleback Story.
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• ONE • Tanned and Toughened


It’s hard to recognize if you’re dumb. You’re used to yourself and so you think your dumbness is normal. It’s like bad breath. You get used to it, but when you open your mouth, others know it right away. I wasn’t super dumb, but I recognized I was pretty slow to organize and articulate my thoughts, and I certainly wasn’t disciplined enough to study much on my own. I needed help. So, I paid a lot of money for a university to force me to learn and shape the way my mind works. And that’s what happened at Multnomah Bible College in Portland, Oregon.

In June of 1996, I graduated with a Bachelor’s degree in Theology with a Minor in Ancient Greek. I thought I was going to be a pastor of a church one day. Those areas of study aren’t widely considered useful subjects for starting and running a business, but if I were to go back and tell my 18 year old self that I was going to start this leather business, I wouldn’t change my studies at all, though I would have gotten a tutor for Accounting 101. It was the hardest class I ever had, because my mind just didn’t go there. I actually got a D minus because I found something I liked about my teacher and complimented her every single day on it. It’s a good thing “D’s get degrees.”

After graduation, I wasn’t sure what I would do next, so I did what I’d done the summer before: take groups into Juarez, Mexico to build homes. We would build a basic 11’ x 22’ house where a family’s old cardboard home had sat before.

After a summer spent building houses, I moved to a cool little town in southern New Mexico called Truth or Consequences, affectionately known as T or C, where my dad was pastoring a church. The town was named after an old TV game show. I figured it was a great place to start up a youth group, since my dad’s small church didn’t have a youth pastor and my 13 year old little brother, Jonathan, needed one. I had volunteered under a couple of youth pastors for the past seven years, and it seemed like such a fun and easy job. Camping, rolling rocks off cliffs, playing games, skipping rocks, hanging out with kids and pulling fingers was a blast. What was not to love? And it was especially cool because I got to hang out with my little brother and teach him and his friends about life and God.

But there was a problem. A big group of old people at the church said they didn’t want youth in the church. They said they were retired and had already done their time dealing with kids, and now just wanted a retired people’s church. They said if the church decided to pay me, then they would stop tithing and force my dad out.

So, to get around the problem, I started “volunteering,” and they couldn’t say a thing about it. On the side, several kind church members, generally the parents with teenagers, chipped in to give me about $300 each month. Since I was living rent free in a little house Mom and Dad owned, it worked out. While I wasn’t living high on the hog, those 3 years were some of the best years of my life.

The soft skills I learned being a youth pastor shaped me, and therefore shaped Saddleback Leather into what it is today. I grew up with 3 older sisters, so I got kind of thick skin from them, but all the criticism and attacks I got as a youth pastor from those old goats and the occasional angry parent at the church thickened up my skin even more. Now, as a business owner who’s trying to do more than just sell leather bags, I get tons of criticism for everything. One time, someone posted that they hoped that on our next trip to Africa, that our kids would be kidnapped and sold into sex slavery. Let’s just chalk that one up to pure evil.

I learned public speaking by preparing and delivering talks every Wednesday night for 3 years to the kids. I had to explain hard to understand subjects in simple and fun ways that they could understand. That was great practice. And now, when I try to explain leather or quality or why you should pay more for something instead of a cheaper alternative, it’s easier to get my point across. But looking back, the most important thing I learned during those years was that I was a very prideful man and God was gently resisting me at first, just like He may be resisting you. I always thought pride was just being cocky or bragging a lot, but little did I know it takes a lot of other forms that I didn’t know were pride. Now that I’m more aware of them, I’m prideful less often, but it’s still a problem.


THE PERFECT COMPANION

While I was having tons of fun working with youth, I realized something was missing from my life. Some roads just aren’t meant to be traveled alone. In July of 1997, I was lonely and needed a cheap companion, someone loyal, friendly, forgiving, who loved me unconditionally and who was low maintenance too. Someone who was a good listener, who adored me and who would always stay by my side. In other words, I needed a dog. I don’t think there’s a single person on the planet who has as many of those qualities as a dog does. If you don’t believe me, put your dog and your spouse in the trunk of the car for an hour. When you open the trunk, who do you think will still be happy to see you?

I had always wanted a dog, but not just any dog. I wanted a black Labrador retriever. I told my friend Nancy about that lifelong dream and not long after, her sister, Virginia, approached me after church and said, “Hey, Dave, I heard you want to own a black Lab one day?” I smiled and told her she’d heard right. She went on to tell me she was a Labrador breeder and that her bitch had just had puppies. And when the puppies were 6 weeks old, she would let me pick out one of the 3 black males for free.

I was so excited, I almost cried when the day finally arrived. I drove to Virginia’s house, got down on my hands and knees and played with all 3 of them. But how was I to choose? Then I had an idea that may just give me a sign. I went out to my 1977 VW Westfalia Bus and got my guitar, then went back inside and lined up the 3 puppies and strummed a few chords. One of the puppies just lay there with his chin on the ground, one got scared and ran under the chair and one started wagging his tail. The results were telling, but I wanted to make sure. So, we lined them up again and I strummed the guitar. Just as I had hoped, the same thing happened. One lay there, one ran away and one wagged his tail.

As I started walking toward the door with my new puppy, Virginia’s little boy commented, “Oh, you picked the puppy that wags his tail all the time.” And he never stopped. He’d wag his tail while he was eating, while he had his chin on my shoulder looking down the highway with me or even when I would throw a rock into a lake for him to fetch. He would dive underwater and sometimes his tail would be the only thing sticking out of the water, and it was wagging.

As soon as I got into the bus with my new puppy, I prayed, “God, would You help this dog be the coolest dog ever, and would You get more glory from him than any other dog ever in history?” I figured it’s free to ask God for stuff like that, and it doesn’t hurt, so why not? And I think He answered that prayer better than I could have imagined.

Blue ended up knowing more Spanish than most of my friends. Among his favorite words were vamanos and taco. I’m pretty sure I would have been murdered a couple of times if it wasn’t for him. And I would have had to kill a man, too, if it hadn’t been for Blue. So, I guess Blue kind of saved that man’s life too.




NOT THAT BIG A DEAL

Little did I know that being a youth pastor would be great endurance training for the business I would start later. As a youth pastor, I was constantly criticized and ridiculed for being irresponsible, immature and insensitive. Guilty as charged. I missed a lot of meetings and the kids made messes. Did you know that if you have a race to see which team of 3 teens can chug a 2 liter bottle of soft drink the fastest, they’ll all throw up on the carpet? We broke a few windows and pews and doors, but boy did we laugh a lot and have a ton of fun. And lives were forever changed.

That old saying is true, “Where there are no oxen, the stables are clean.” I remember early on as the youth pastor, Ronald McDonald pulled me aside, put his hand on my shoulder and said, “You know, Dave, we love you. You’re a good man. But we don’t want you here, and it’ll be better for everyone if you leave.” I nodded and thanked him for the kind words and told him I loved him too. Then I smiled and put my hand on his shoulder and said, “You know, Ronald, I believe God called me here, and so I think it’s better that I obey Him than you.”

That constant criticism and people being mad at me all the time trained me for what was ahead. I don’t share all of my opinions publicly in my business, but when I do share one, there’s usually someone who acts really upset. One time I shared the Christmas story, out of Luke chapter 2, on our Facebook page, and someone got mad at me for “going religious on us at Christmas.” Ummm…

By February of 1999, I was 27 years old, in debt and burned out. I had no idea what I wanted to do for the rest of my life, and I was tired of being broke and getting chewed out for trying to do the right thing. After 3 years of it, a crack in my armor appeared.

And so, I decided to do what a lot of people do when they don’t know what to do next in life. I applied to 4 or 5 graduate schools.

And they all said I couldn’t study there.

My backup plan was to return to Multnomah for their Master’s program. I figured they’d say yes since they already knew me. I found a youth pastor to move to T or C to take my job, and then prepared to move back to Oregon to start working on my masters in the fall.

Two days before I left, I got a letter from Multnomah also saying that I was not accepted into their graduate program. What? They said I didn’t have a high enough GPA in my undergrad to be admitted. So, I decided to go to the school in person to explain to them the error in their thinking.

I had only gotten to Albuquerque before my jam packed VW bus was hardly running anymore, which is a common occurrence with those things. Luckily, I found a VW repair shop and walked in with my head hung low. I didn’t have a job or much money. This breakdown felt like God was just heaping it on. But I guess that would be like a smoker being mad at God for them getting lung cancer or a parachuter getting mad at God for a broken ankle. I was the one to blame for it. I chose to spend 3 years working at a job that hardly paid anything, and I bought a vehicle that, as part of its charm, is known to break down all the time and I was chock-full of pride.

After a few hours, the owner of the VW shop waved me over and said, “Well, I’ve got some good news and I’ve got some bad news for you. The good news is that we’ll have you back on the road in a few hours and you should be able to make it to Oregon. The bad news is that it will cost you $850 now and probably $1500 shortly after you get there.” It was such a downer.

And that’s when the wise shop owner told me something that changed my life forever. He said, “You know, Dave, I bet there are a lot of people out there who would gladly trade your $850 problem for their problem in the snap of a finger. Maybe a mother of 4 little kids who was just diagnosed with terminal cancer, or the family whose home just burned down and almost all of the children got out. Think about it. Relative to what’s going on in the world, your $850 problem is not that big a deal.”

It took me about 5 seconds to process his words before I raised my chin off my chest, put my shoulders back and handed the man my credit card with a smile. And the card worked too! My problem was a problem, for sure, but in relation to other problems in the world, it was the equivalent of the problem of finding a hair in my food. That little experience shaped who I am today.

When I got to Oregon, I personally went in to ask the fine people on the Multnomah admissions board if they would make an exception and let me in. Right away they said no.

Then I wrote a handwritten letter laying out all the reasons why they should let me in. I explained that college was actually easy for me, that earning a 2.5 GPA in grad school would be no sweat, that I was one of those students who, in my undergrad years, could just go to class and didn’t really even need to study and I still got a 2.29 GPA.

No again! Can you believe it?

It turns out the accreditation board required that for an applicant to be accepted, they either had to have an undergraduate GPA of 2.5 or higher or somehow “prove” in the year prior that they could do master’s work at that high level.

Looking through the class options, I realized Multnomah offered a one year certificate program that required all the same courses as the first year of the master’s program and that program only required a 2.0 GPA to get in. So, I asked the dean of the school, “If I got a 2.5 GPA that year, then could I just continue on to finish up the master’s program?” He raised an eyebrow, kind of scratched his head and said, “Interesting. Nobody has ever asked that question. I guess you’re in.”





FALLING IN LOVE WITH QUALITY

In April of 1999, that recent breakdown in Albuquerque was kind of traumatic for me and caused a life shift. For the first time ever, I had a deep desire for a quality vehicle. Was it too much to ask for a car to be reliable and just work when I needed it to? My dad had bought a 1992 Toyota pickup, brand new off the lot, and that thing just ran and ran and ran without a single problem, and then he sold it with 215,000 miles on it.

I wanted to simplify life by removing the questions, “I wonder when it will break next?” or “How much will it cost this time?” I didn’t just want something that worked. It had to be well made and reliable. Ideally, I would find something that had a cult following, like my VW Bus had, minus the “charm” of breaking down all the time. This time, my mind was set on trustworthiness, first and foremost. So, I sold the bus and started searching for the perfect vehicle. What reliable and cool looking workhorse could I get with the $3,500 in cash I had in my pocket?

I had wanted an old Toyota Land Cruiser ever since a youth group staff guy, Dave Barnhart, drove me out to go cliff jumping at the Sandy River in his blue FJ40. I knew then and there that one day I would own one. Not only was it a cool rig, but it was designed to never break down. I watched a video of the chief engineer for the Land Cruiser in Japan talking about the company’s design philosophy. He explained that they designed and over engineered the Land Cruiser so that if your life ever had to depend on a vehicle, may it depend on a Land Cruiser.

I recently read that on the newer ones, the windshield is 2 millimeters thicker than all other vehicle windshields and the exhaust is double walled with a special stainless steel so nothing will warp if you suddenly go into cold water. The thickness of their camshafts is way over engineered, and the carbon content of their steel is way higher than is necessary. But that’s why they say, “You can bend ’em, but you can’t break ’em.” And I’ve proven it to be true more than once.

After only a few days, I found the perfect vehicle that checked all the boxes, and some of them twice. It was a 4 door 1971 FJ55 Toyota Land Cruiser and it only cost $1,300. Check, check and CHECK. The Land Cruiser cult affectionately calls it “The Iron Pig.” Let me tell you, once you get used to quality, you can never go back. And that’s what happened when I bought my first Toyota Land Cruiser.

This was my first step down the road of over engineered quality. Toyota’s design philosophy truly influenced my thinking in designing Saddleback Leather goods. One question always on my mind is, “How can I make this design to be the longest lasting, most durable leather piece in the world?” and I think, “If a life needs to depend on a bag one day, may it depend on mine.”

Since I still had so much extra money, I started looking around for a roof rack. But not just any roof rack. It had to look just right with the angles and edges of the Land Cruiser, but it had to be sturdy enough for Blue and me to sleep on. I swear I looked everywhere but couldn’t find anything like what I was imagining in my head. But I eventually found a man making racks, and so I sketched out the rack I had in my head and he got to work.

And as I walked away from the rackmaker, I remember praying, “God, would You help this rack to be the coolest rack ever?” (It’s free to ask, right?) Well, they built it and it came out even better looking than I’d imagined. I even got pulled over a couple of times by strangers asking where they could get one. A few months later, I designed a little ladder to go from the back bumper up to the rack and had a drunk welder build it for me on a trip down in Mexico.

This principle is really important. It’s not that everybody pulled me over asking where they could get a rack like that, but the 2 guys who did had my exact same taste. If you want to design and sell a product or service, design it for exactly the way you would want it to be for your own self and then get it in front of people who have your same tastes. And, of course, if it’s going to be for you, you would design it with quality, right? Don’t try to go cheap. Successful, recession proof people know that you buy nice or you buy twice, so they’re willing to pay a little extra for quality. If you have a choice, and you do, then follow the golden rule of design: Design unto others as you would have them design unto you.
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• TWO • Adios America


In Portland, I made a new friend named Jake Miller. We played a lot of ultimate frisbee, and he had an old FJ55 Toyota Land Cruiser too, so we hung out all the time. One night, I went over to his apartment and he was practicing Spanish on the computer. I asked him why, and he told me he’d just signed up to be a volunteer English teacher in Mexico and would be leaving in July.

That sounded so cool. He’d met a man named Brett Hespen who told him they really needed people to help teach English in Southern Mexico for a year, and Jake agreed to go. I said, “Wait! What? Brett’s in town? I’ve got to see him.”

Apart from my dad, Brett was my high school youth pastor and happened to be one of the most influential men in my life. To me, he was the absolute coolest guy on the planet. He was fluent in Spanish, played guitar, was a funny and adventurous guy and had six-pack abs. I wanted to be just like him.

When I found him, I gave Brett a big hug and we laughed and got caught up on each other’s lives. I told him I knew Jake, and that’s when he threw out the invitation to me too. “Hey Dave,” he said, “why don’t you join us at Centro NOE to teach English for a year? We could really use a guy like you.”

Without hesitation, I asked, “When do we leave? Oh wait, I mean, I have to pray about it first, but I think God is going to be cool with it.” It was a no brainer, but I always like to check with God first. He likes that, and He’s privy to details I’m not always aware of.

I knew this was what I needed to do more than working on my master’s. I would become fluent in Spanish, which would open up a lot of doors for ministry later. I would be working with teenagers (always fun), and I would get to eat Mexican food every day. What more did I need to know? The next day I called Brett and committed. The day after that, I waltzed over to Multnomah and thanked them for nothing and told them I didn’t want to go out with them anyways.

This was one of the best decisions of my life, even though I lost money that year. Not only was I not making money, but I had to raise $300 a month for living expenses. I’ll be forever grateful to our old family friend, Jerry Carver, who chipped in $50 a month, and to the other friends and family members who helped me out too. If someone asks you to support them for something like this, I hope you are fast to help.


GOING DOWN

In July of 1999, Brett, Jake and I took off for Mexico. My folks said they would take care of Blue for the year, and my 16 year old brother swore he would take good care of my Land Cruiser. I dropped Blue and my rig off in New Mexico, packed out an old canvas military duffle bag and my dumpy nylon backpack and we drove on down to Morelia, Michoacan, Mexico. Little did I know that my life was about to get an upgrade.

Living in Morelia was like 7th heaven. I was speaking Spanish, hanging out with teens, surrounded by pretty señoritas and eating tacos almost every day. Jake and I found a place selling one peso tacos (about ten cents each at that time) and pigged out. They were mainly tortillas with a little bit of meat, but they sure tasted good with the salsa and cilantro. And did I mention they only cost one peso? They were a deal at twice the price, so we ate there all the time.

The director of Centro NOE, Brain Overcast, assessed my Spanish ability and assigned me to teach the 2nd year English students, ages 12 to 17, along with a parents’ class in the evenings. That added up to about 25 hours a week. It was my first time formally teaching a class and I really didn’t know what I was doing. But just like all of the other newbie teachers who had gone before me, they introduced me to the filing cabinets with all the games and lessons and tests for the daily classes. I also gave guitar lessons and played a lot of basketball with the kids.

On November 1st, against the warnings and pleas of my very churchy host family, I packed my duffle bag with a few things and headed to the “worldly” and “secular” Day of the Dead celebration at the World’s center of the festival, just 30 minutes away in Patzcuaro. The graveyards were lit almost to daylight with hundreds of thousands of candles burning on the graves. The relatives of the deceased had decorated the tombs of their loved ones and were waiting for them to come back from the dead, this one night, to partake of their favorite meals and drinks that had been left for them as they made their journey onward. If you’ve seen the movie Coco, you know what I mean. The film’s setting was actually inspired by the town I was visiting.

The next day, I saw a tall, smiley white guy about my age crossing the street in front of me. I stood in front of him, stuck my hand out and said, “Hey, I’m Dave. What’s your name?”

“Jimmie Jack Drath,” he said. He told me he was a seasonal fishing guide from Alaska who was spending the winter in Mexico and was living with a family in Manzanillo, on the coast. After telling him all about how great Morelia was, he went back home, got his stuff and moved there too. And we hung out for the rest of my time in Morelia. You can meet Jimmie, and he’ll tell you this same story today, if you happen to go to one of Jimmie Jack’s Alaska Fishing Lodges.




WWIJC (WHAT WOULD INDIANA JONES CARRY)?

It was on the Day of the Dead trip when I realized I needed a different bag to travel with. The big green canvas military duffle wasn’t cutting it. It was too big, and I had to dig way down in the dark to feel around for whatever I wanted to get out. When I got back to Morelia, I started wandering the markets, looking for just the right bag to travel with, but at the same time, I wanted something I could use to carry my books and the students’ papers in too. I wasn’t sure what I was looking for, but I just knew I needed something different.

Seeing hundreds of bags I didn’t like helped me define more of the look I did like. It just so happened Morelia was only a couple of hours away from Leon, in the state of Guanajuato, which was known as the leather capital of North America, and so the markets were filled with leather briefcases and satchels. I knew this bag of mine had to be made of leather. That was a good start.

I must have looked at 300 leather bags over the next couple of weeks, but they all looked like something my dad would carry. No offense, Dad, but I wanted something kind of simple, classic and old fashioned looking, but everything I was finding had a more modern style and had zippers to close them with. Didn’t anyone make grandfatherly looking bags with simple buckles anymore? It was a look that, thankfully, was hard to find, and here’s why.

When I was in 7th grade, I found Dad’s old canvas Chuck Taylor sneakers in his closet, from way back in the day, and thought they were the coolest shoes I had ever seen. The rest of his shoes were regular, uncool leather “dad” shoes like all fathers wore, which were just like the shoes that their fathers and grandfathers had worn before them.

Interestingly, what happened with shoes is the same thing that happened with briefcases. When tennis shoes became popular, it sparked a demand for more casual shoes. As casual shoes became more common, the more people scoffed at anyone wearing shoes like their grandfathers used to wear. So, in the 1960s and ’70s, the demand for old fashioned grandfatherly shoes tanked. Sure, people still wore them with suits, but high quality ones for daily wear became hard to find at reasonable prices.

The same thing happened with bags. In the 1960s and ’70s, the convenient zipper had become popular and pretty much killed the demand for old fashioned grandfatherly bags with a flap and a buckle. Because zippers could now close a bag, it created a new modern style that intrigued the next couple of generations and drastically lowered the demand for old fashioned bags. And that’s why I couldn’t find one. I’ve always kind of been an old soul and was drawn to the classic look of my grandfather’s generation, so my search started to feel hopeless.

When I was a kid, my dad used to read me old British novels at night. Since his undergrad was in English Literature, he knew all the good ones. C. S. Lewis’ Chronicles of Narnia series and J. R. R. Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings trilogy made my imagination run wild. But maybe the most formative books Dad ever read to me were the H. Rider Haggard novels centered around the English adventurer, hunter and explorer Allan Quatermain. He was actually the classic old fashioned character who Indiana Jones was fashioned after.

When Dad took me to see the first Indiana Jones movie, I couldn’t believe how cool the guy was, and I wanted to be just like him. In fact, when I was in tenth grade, I went on a mission trip with my youth group to Tijuana, Mexico, and bought a real leather whip at the market, just like the one Indiana Jones carried, and then practiced cracking that whip in the backyard for a solid year. And it didn’t stop there. In college, I minored in ancient Greek partly because Indiana Jones was into ancient languages. Isn’t it interesting what kind of things shape us?

And then a thought came into my head, and I asked myself, I wonder what kind of bag Indiana Jones would carry?

Immediately, I imagined a cool old weathered leather satchel, and the image wouldn’t go away. That was it. Indiana Jones was the coolest man ever, and so his bag would have to be too. He was also a university professor, so it needed to have a professional look. But he was also an archeologist, so it needed a flare of ruggedness too. Now I just needed to find someone to make the bag that was floating around in my head.

In El Mercado de Dulces, I found a man named Leonel making leather bags, and asked him in caveman Spanish, “Señor, if me draw bag, you make?”

He smiled and said, “Sí.”

So, I drew it out on a piece of paper and then explained it to him. I told him I wanted it to be as basic and as simple as possible, with just a bottom, 4 walls, a flap and a buckle to close it with. And then I wanted a couple of removable belts all the way around the body for just in case situations.

I told him I wanted the bag made with the thickest and strongest leather he could find and lined with a classy suede. And if that weren’t enough, I asked him to sew it with the thickest thread his sewing machine could handle. I didn’t want any breakable parts either. I told him no zippers, snaps or buttons, because those things eventually break. I was thinking that if the only thing that could break were tough leather and thread, then it should last my whole life.

The daydream I had was this. When I was still warm in the grave, a few of my grandkids would be rummaging through their grandfather’s study and would find that bag and start fighting over who got to keep it. The bag had to be unbreakable for that to happen and that dream was where Saddleback Leather’s slogan, “They’ll Fight Over It When You’re Dead,” came from.

As I walked away from Leonel’s little shop, I asked God, “God, would You make this be the greatest bag to ever exist on Earth, and would You get more glory from this bag than any other leather bag that has ever existed?” Why not ask, right? It doesn’t cost anything, and I think God likes to flex when we ask big.




FROM DISAPPOINTMENT TO DELIGHT

In December, we started a long school break. Brett had told us about one of the coolest places in all of Mexico, which was about a 5 hour drive away called Las Grutas de Tolantongo. It’s a deep valley in the desert through which flows a warm, baby blue river made up of hot and cold streams with waterfalls oozing out of the caves and pools tucked high up in the valley walls. Since none of us had a car, Jimmie suggested we all wear huge sombreros with colorful serape blankets over our shoulders and hitchhike there. He didn’t have to suggest it twice.

Leonel was taking forever to build my leather satchel, so I packed up my canvas duffle bag again and we took off. It took us 2 days to get there because one of the families who picked us up insisted we stay the night at their home to celebrate Las Posadas. Las Posadas (The Inns) is a Mexican religious tradition, near Christmas, celebrating the journey of Joseph and Mary looking for an inn to stay in. We walked in a large procession around their neighborhood, knocking on certain doors asking if there was room for us. The people said there was no room in their inn, but they read passages of the Christmas story, sang Christmas songs and gave us refreshments. After a couple of hours and a few houses later, we stopped in one place which was designated as “the stable” and ate the meal. It was a neat experience. Why we don’t do stuff like that in our country is a mystery to me.

We stayed the night with them and then hitchhiked on to Las Grutas de Tolantongo the next afternoon. It was shockingly beautiful, way cooler than Brett had told us, but it would have been an even cooler experience if I’d had my new leather bag with me.

On December 28th, 1999, my bag was ready to pick up and I was more than excited. I greeted Leonel in his little leather shop, and he grabbed the bag from underneath his workbench, turned it toward me and smiled. “So, what do you think?”

Right away, I heard in my head the sound of a needle screeching across a record. The bag looked horrible, like something my dad would’ve carried. Again, no offense, Dad, but it looked like a formal, dark brown monotone and rigid fatherly briefcase. It was not at all the bag I had floating around in my mind.

To say I wasn’t very excited about the bag would be like saying I wasn’t very excited about getting a tooth pulled. But I widened my eyes and with a fake smile said to the man, “Es maravilloso! Eres muy talentoso, Leonel. Gracias.” It was the same design and dimensions I gave him and was obviously built like a tank, but it looked as stiff and boring as an old time Baptist preacher.

As I spun it around in my hands, I started to imagine how it could be better, and so asked Leonel if he knew how I could soften the leather up some. He told me to rub lime juice into it and then condition it with a little bit of light oil, like olive or baby oil. On the way home, I picked up those ingredients and some fine sandpaper and got to work.

I started by stomping on it, twisting it and bending it every which way I could. I folded it up and rolled it all over the place until my forearms burned. And it started to soften a little. I then took the sandpaper and began to gently and tastefully remove all of the gloss and some of the paint in places, so it would look naturally weathered. It was starting to get there. I then squeezed and smeared the juice of about a dozen limes all over it and finished it off with some great smelling baby oil and left it to dry. Today, we tell our customers, “Your bag will be the ugliest it will ever be the first day you get it, but put your time in and it’ll look better the more you use it.”
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