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Hamley & Co. Keeps the West Alive 
with Craftsmen and Cowboy Panache
Row upon row of saddles fill a deep-and-wide retail showroom at Hamley & Co. in eastern Oregon. Tack lines the shelves, Western art covers the walls and a working saddlemakers shop operates in a back room. There’s more. A retail store for Western wear, boots and shoes is a few steps away from a rustic café and a separate steakhouse, making Hamley’s an unequaled outpost on the Oregon Trail for cowboys and those who love them.

Ross Phinney loves everything cowboy. He’s the store manager at Hamley’s, which he and the owners tout as the oldest Western wear store and saddlemaking company in business.
“I’m a history buff,” Phinney says, and Hamley’s has got it. One-hundred-and-eight years of history at one location. Tucked away in an office are ledgers that document scores of saddles the company has made since the turn of the 20th Century. (see below: sidebar quote about ledgers) This is a saddle aficionado’s heaven. Craftsmen get their start here, earn their reputations here and become legends in the inconspicuous locale of downtown Pendleton, Ore., pop. 16,784. 

Hamley’s, which encompasses three stories and one city block on Main Street, is among the town’s most reputable enterprises, along with the Pendleton Woolen Mills and the Pendleton Round-up. Like the mill and the rodeo, it is a destination with appeal beyond U.S. borders. 
“We have a little signup book, a guest book to sign,” Phinney says, “and we’ll get probably about a dozen people from clear across the country, from Florida, New York, Pennsylvania, Oklahoma, then probably a minimum of one or two from outside the country. They come and take pictures of it and everything. They want a real pair of cowboy boots and a real cowboy hat to wear back to Europe.”
Phinney is actually the new kid at Hamley’s. He took the job as store manager last fall, a few weeks before the town’s biggest event – the Round-Up in mid-September. But he fits. Jeans, black hat, fancy buckle, boots—and chew—he is as cowboy as they come. His name tag is a silver sheriff’s badge. 
“It really amazed me the first couple of weeks how world known the Hamley name is and the history of Hamley,” he says.
Tour the place, as many do, and the sense of its history seeps in from under a slick veneer that rivals a good BassPro shop. In the same spot since 1905, Hamley’s is a cowboy’s and cowgirl’s mercantile fantasy. Room upon majestic room wind up stairs and through back hallways, past merchandise and old pictures, memorabilia and leather. Along corridors are photos of the 1928 saddle shop gang and black-and-white Thanksgiving pictures from decades ago, when the company handed out a holiday goose to each employee. 
A statue in the tack room honors the late Duff Severe, one of the premier saddlemakers to start his career at Hamley’s, back in the ‘50s. More world champion rodeo cowboys have won the title on a Hamley’s saddle and on its competitor’s, Severe Bros., than any other brands, according to Pendleton Round-up organizers. Today, Duff’s work is housed in the Smithsonian.
The store was revitalized in 2005 after a brief closure. Two men, Parley Pearce and Blair Woodfield, rallied to bring the historic location back to its former glory. The price tag evidently soared into the millions. One example of the extent of renovations is a centerpiece in the Slickfork Saloon, the 4,300-sq. ft. drinking establishment in the second floor of the building that doubles as a high-end special events room. It was outfitted with an 1800s mahogany bar originating from Montana. A similar piece of cabinetry, an antique apothecary, was installed in the Cattle Baron Room, shipped from Berlin, Germany.
Pearce, the current co-owner and former veterinarian, had a vision. He saw it as a good retirement project versus, say, fishing. He’s not so big on fishing.
“I’ve known the company since I was little,” Pearce says. “My dad would bring me here when I was small, and so I just couldn’t fight it, didn’t like the idea of the company disappearing. All of the great old saddle companies are gone. If you know saddles, Visalia was a grand name, Porter, George Lawrence, Miser, Keystone. All those are gone. Not a one of them left. So Hamley’s was hanging by a thread, and it was still in its original building, and I thought ‘You know what? Somebody needs to save it.’”

The history of the company traces back to Cornwall, England, where the Hamley family began working leather. The family immigrated to Wisconsin from Europe in 1850, where William opened a leather goods store. His two sons, James John (J.J) and Henry, struck out for the West in 1883 “with two railroad tickets and $10 in cash, bound for Ashton, South Dakota” where they first established Hamley and Co., according to the store’s history posted online. Bad economic conditions caused them to relocate to Idaho three years later. Then came Henry’s passing and a few building fires, forcing J.J. to relocate to Pendleton, Ore. The building where he set up shop in 1905 on the Oregon Trail is where the current store is still located. 
Working saddlemakers have called the place home from the beginning, crafting custom saddles 100 years ago in a mezzanine area now dedicated to Western art and books. A saloon takes up a third floor and is connected to the Cattle Baron Room, fitted with dark wood, liquor bottles and old time risqué paintings. Even today, real-life “barons” come here to smoke and watch the main drag through town during a new event in May to celebrate the heritage of cattlemen and ranchers.

As the company history recounts, “The business soon developed around its saddles and became known through the West as the maker of the finest saddles man could ride.” J.J. was also instrumental in organizing the first Pendleton Round-Up in 1910. It wasn’t until 1980 that someone other than a Hamley ran the business.
Pearce and his partner Woodfield acquired the Hamley enterprise around 2005, determined to bring it back. They had to buy the store, the business, the name and the trademark in separate deals. After months of renovations, the business reopened just before the Pendleton Round-Up seven years ago, on the anniversary of its 100th year at the location.
“We bought the company in its 99th year in this building, and it was just a whisper of what it had once been,” Pearce says, taking a break from greeting customers at the front door. “So we closed it down and emptied everything out, and we came in and did a full renovation of the building, outside and inside, for its 100th birthday.”

Woodfield runs the café and steakhouse while Pearce and his wife, Vicky, oversee the retail end. Although Pearce didn’t have a retail bone in his towering frame, he finds a certain simplicity in being a cowboy outfitter. 

“What’s kinda cool about the cowboy business is that it hasn’t changed much in a hundred and some years,” he says. “Saddles are pretty much the same. Horses are pretty much the same. Cowboy boots, cowboy hats, jeans, spurs, buckles, all still in style with cowboys. Where all of the rest of the world has this rapid change and turnover, in the cowboy world there might be a different pattern to a shirt.”

The quality also hasn’t changed, especially in Hamley’s custom line of Western saddles. The company is credited with creating the Modified Association and Wade trees. Each saddle is stamped with a serial number and a hand-tooled Hamley’s logo unique to each saddlemaker. All Hamley saddles are built on rawhide-covered wood trees. Custom orders require a minimum of five months, but usually take longer, up to 10. The wait depends on how many orders are backed up and the type of saddle, tree and tooling that is requested. Right now, three saddlemakers are doing the work, and one doesn’t work full-time. A basic saddle costs $3,350.
“I think Alan (Dewey) is working on one now, and when he’s done it will total out at $30,000,” Phinney says. “We can get as custom as a customer wants.”
Working cowboys and, obviously, collectors are the primary customers. Vintage and used Hamley saddles are also in high demand and can come with a bit of history attached. The saddle registry, the ledgers kept on each Hamley saddle, are a historic gold mine. Many Hamley saddle owners request a certificate of authenticity to go with their saddle for $25. An appraisal is $25. And if a customer wants to know the history of their used Hamley, 10 bucks.
Recently on sale in the tack room was a saddle made for Dave Hamley, the last one in the family to own the business. Just knowing the history of the piece increases its value.

“These were built for Dave Hamley and his wife in the late ‘40s,” Phinney says, standing over them. “Even as a collector of Hamley saddles, if you found a Hamley in this condition, and you didn’t know who they were built for, it is probably a three or $4,000 retail saddle today. But then you add the value of who it was built for. We have them on consignment for $6,000. Obviously, they weren’t rode. You look at them, and they didn’t ever use them.”
Even the chaps and some of the other items with the Hamley name, usually crafted on the premises, are also stamped with serial numbers and logged. Not interested in leather? Then purchase a bottle of Hamley’s wine. Basically, a customer can find anything a cowboy needs or desires in the store. Except the horse. 

Hold on. Parley Pearce says he could probably find one of those, too.

For more information, Hamley & Co., 30 SE Court Ave., Pendleton, OR, 97801, 541-278-1100, www.hamley.com or www.hamleyco.com. Also, email info@hamley.com.
###

Sidebar quote about ledgers:
"The original ledgers are in several separate ledger books, and the original saddle legends are kept off site dating back to 1919. Any earlier ledgers were lost in a fire in this building in 1919. We currently have made photocopies of all the pages of the ledgers and keep those copies at our front counter, separated by year. A serial number is normally a letter and three numbers (i.e. a current saddle serial number is W051). The letter helps us narrow down to a year or time period, and the rest helps us identify the actual saddle.  In an average week, we look up two to ten saddles for customers who have bought a used Hamley saddle or for one that has been passed down through the generations or for someone who has maybe just had one for a long time. In the records, we can see who originally bought the saddle; which one of our saddlemakers made the saddle; the day the saddle was cut out; the day it shipped and all of the specs, like cantle height, what trees, what rigging we put in it, what stamp or tool pattern. In addition to the saddle ledgers, chaps and belts were also given serial numbers, and we also have old ledgers, not as complete, of their information.  We are hoping to get all of the ledger information uploaded into a computer program, so we could search by serial number, name or other search criteria, and make the process easier." -- Ross Phinney, Hamley & Co., store manager 
##

Photos and captions:

2_cattlebarronroom016.jpg, The Cattle Baron Room holds up to 150 people for events, including a new celebration in May to draw ranchers and cattlemen to Pendleton.

Baron_room.jpg: Dark wood, “risqué” art and whiskey are the themes in the Cattle Baron Room at Hamley’s.

Duff_statue: Duff Severe, one of the founders of Severe Bros. Saddlery, got his start as a saddlemaker at Hamley’s.

Emblem copy: Hamley’s logo

Exterior_shot: On the corner of Main and Court streets, Hamley’s is a substantial anchor in downtown Pendleton, setting the tone for this Western town on the Oregon Trail.

Front_retail: Many searching for Western goods and nostalgia visit Hamley’s from as far away as Europe and Asia.

Hamley building 1932: Hamley’s has been in the same location since 1905.

Pearce_pic: Parley Pearce, formerly a veterinarian, partnered with Blair Woodfield to restore the business around the company’s 100th anniversary in 2005.

Phinney_pic: As well as being a history buff, Ross Phinney, the store manager, is hands-on. Here, he shapes a hat on a steamer in the tack room.

Prize_saddle 1914: a trophy saddle by Hamley’s

Saddle shop gang 1928: Saddlemaking is a long-standing tradition at Hamley & Co.

Saddle shop & Saddlemaker 1956: Many have refined the craft of saddlemaking in the Hamley workshop.

Swoosh_co_nopend: letter logo

Tack_room and tack_room2: About half of the retail space on the first floor of the store is taken up by the tack room where customers can browse rows of saddles and gear.

