ARTISANS
OF THE
NEW WEST
The artistry of the American West has long been celebrated and
imitated around the world. Mass-produced, machine-stamped leather
belts, cowboy hats and western-style jewelry can be found in souvenir
shops from Florida to Japan. Despite this ubiquity, the time-honored
craftsmanship of the region can still be found here.
BY REBECCA WARREN | PHOTOGRAPHS BY AUBRIE PICK
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T

he geometrical spine of the Ruby Mountains runs along the southeast
side of Elko, Nevada, providing a fierce demarcation of land and sky
across the vast, empty plains.
Elko is a hardscrabble high-desert town in northeastern Nevada;
it was borne out of its proximity to the building of the First
Transcontinental Railroad in the second half of the 19th century and
sustained by its land’s mineral wealth. Gold has been pulled up from
beneath this town in boom and bust cycles for more than a century
now. Elko is the capital of Nevada’s goldbelt, and the state is the fifth
largest producer of gold in the world, coming in behind the hauls
produced by four entire countries. The main drag of this city is dotted
with casinos and motels, punctuated by neon signs and the bright,
ever-present lights of gas stations. The garish colors of Elko lie in stark
contrast to the muted tones covering the mountains and valleys that
spread out on either side of Interstate 80 as it passes by the city.
Elko has been the unlikely home of the National Cowboy Poetry
Gathering for the last 33 years, bringing working ranch hands, retired
miners and lovers of western folklore to this place early each year to
corral the myth and reality of life in the American West into a
narrative that is both true and sustaining. This isn’t an easy place to
live. Jobs are scarce, modern conveniences like Uber and Lyft and
most big-box stores aren’t anywhere to be found, and the remote
location gives the area a sense of isolation. Salt Lake City is the
nearest place of note, a 230-mile drive across mountain ranges and
the stark Bonneville Salt Flats.
Instead of copious amounts of opportunities for consumerism, the
miles of open, wild landscape and lack of urban sprawl offer their own
rewards. The majesty of the mountains inspires creativity that can be
seen in the ingenuity of the people and the artisanship on display.
The traditional craftsmanship of the West remains strong in this
region, with trades and crafts being passed down through generations,
not only out of affection but also out of necessity. Here is a look at
some of the modern West’s artisans at work.
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“THE MILES

Opposite page:
A visitor at the
Northeastern
Nevada Museum
studies a display
of vintage firearms;
Left: The neon
lights of Elko’s
casinos shine
bright. Below:
This is cattleranching country.

OF OPEN, WILD
LANDSCAPE . . .
OFFER THEIR
OWN REWARDS.”
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The
Capriola
craftsmen
J.M. Capriola Co. is a testament to
the call of tradition that can be
found throughout the West. For
almost a century, this store has been
Elko’s one-stop shop for working
ranchers and those who want to
festoon themselves with the
trappings of the cowboy life but
without the hard work. The store
has passed hands from the Capriola
family to other local ranching
families through the years, but the
dedication to quality, handmade
gear has never waivered.
Armando Delgado has been
working at Capriola’s for the last 40
years, and making saddles for the
past quarter century. He spends
about 160 hours making each saddle, cutting leather,
fashioning it together and hand-tooling designs. Most
saddles go on to dusty, sweat-stained lives atop horses
at nearby ranches, but some of Armando’s most
elaborate and time-intensive works never get near a
horse, and instead spend their days mounted in shadow
boxes, on display in the art galleries of Japanese
bankers as artifacts of the American West.
On the other side of the workshop is Jonas Bushong,
a 19-year-old shop apprentice and nephew of Capriola’s
current owner. Bushong spent his high school years on
the other side of the country, in Pennsylvania, after his
parents moved away from the area, but as soon as he
graduated he hightailed it back to Elko to live out his
dual dreams of working at Capriola’s and riding on the
professional rodeo tour.
“I always knew I wanted to work here, since I was
a little kid. And I tried skateboarding for a while out
in Pennsylvania, but it’s just not as fun as rodeo,”
Bushong says as he picks up strips of leather, one after
the other, and runs a tool along the length of them to
smooth the edges. He takes his apprenticeship and
rodeo ambitions seriously, dedicating all his time to
one or the other. His event is bronc riding, a highintensity, viciously fast, white-knuckle sport that
seems at odds with his shy demeanor.

A detailed
look inside
the workshop at
J.M. Capriola;
Opposite page:
Shop apprentice
Jonas Bushong

“I ALWAYS KNEW
I WANTED TO
WORK HERE,
SINCE I WAS A
LITTLE KID.”
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You can
keep your
hat on
A cowboy hat can tell you a lot about
a person if you know what you are
looking at. Historically, the shape of a
hat could tell you where the cowboy
spent his days, with Nevada cowboys
often keeping the crown low and flat,
with a wide brim, to deal with the hot,
unflinching summer sun they endured
on long days working cattle. This is
often called the telescope style.
A low crown is cooler than a high
crown, which captures more warm air,
to keep the head warm on cold nights.
The material can tell you if the wearer
is flush with cash or busted, and the
creasing in the crown is often a matter
of personal taste. John Wayne favored
the diamond-style crease, which has a
pinch in both the front and back of the
crown, creating a triangle shape.
Beaver and rabbit fur are the most
expensive materials, and have a natural
ability to repel water, making these hats
more costly and also more durable, and
the fibers allow the hats to be reshaped countless
times. Cheaper hats are made of wool or straw. Wool
hats are not naturally water resistant and do not take
to reshaping, so while they are less expensive they will
also become misshapen over time.
Hat maker Brook Briddle has been fascinated with
hats his whole life; he has spent the last 27 years
crafting the perfect hat for each customer he meets.
“My job is to make a hat that suits that person
specifically. I only ever have one customer on my mind
at a time,” he says. A high-quality custom hat, while
expensive, can last a lifetime with proper care and
maintenance. The best quality felt hats are made of
beaver fur, which is felted and then trimmed and
shaped to create the desired look. Depending on how
much work they see, the hat will need to brought in to
Brook, or another skilled cowboy hatter, once a year or
so to be reshaped and steamed to retain its appearance
and integrity. If a hatter can’t be found nearby, you can
always try a little DIY hat steaming using a kettle and
its steam, the way cowboys used to do it on the range.
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Songs from
the saddle
Two cowboys
survey the boots at
J.M. Capriola, Elko’s
premiere western
gear store.

Dom Flemons is a man with a mission. A Grammywinning musician, singer-songwriter, poet and selfdescribed American songster, he tours relentlessly
around the world, sharing traditional forms of folk
music with people who otherwise may never get a
chance to experience these cornerstones of American
musical heritage at all, let alone live. He’s also a
multi-instrumentalist, playing everything from the
bones to the banjo to the fife. Raised in Arizona, he
started his musical career playing percussion in the
high school band and quickly added the guitar and
harmonica to his repertoire. He started playing folk
music around the Phoenix area while still in school.
He also had a brief and successful stint as a slam poet
before returning to focusing solely on music.
His current project, an album chronicling black
cowboy music, will be out in a few months. The history
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“MANY BLACK
SOLDIERS
HEADED WEST
TO GET JOBS
AS COWBOYS.”

of black cowboys is an interesting
and integral part of the settling of the
American West that doesn’t often get
mentioned in the retelling of the era’s
history. After the Civil War ended,
many black soldiers headed west to
get jobs as cowboys, driving cattle
across the plains. Just as sailors and farmers had done
for centuries, cowboys sang to themselves and each
other to pass the time. Flemons has been collecting
songs that originated with black cowboys for his new
project. Speaking about one of the tracks off the
forthcoming album, the well-known cowboy tune
“Goodbye Old Paint,” Flemons says: “It’s such an
emotional song. It unfolds in such a nonlinear way; the
verses don’t necessarily relate to one another, but it’s
like the blues where you take all these small emotions

Dom Flemons, left,
and Brian Farrow
are masters of
traditional
American music.

and you put them all together and it becomes a very big
feeling throughout the song.”
The same can be said for the tradition of cowboy
poetry itself. The art form is based on the smallest,
quotidian reflections of life on the range, but when told
over and over again by countless cowboys living out
different versions of the same life across the West, the
expansiveness and intimacy of that experience comes to
bear, and builds into a community of experience, and
into its own genre of American literature.

Summer 2017

Elko_SUMMER_2017.indd 51

/ LONELY PLANET

51

4/7/17 9:23 PM

“FOOD IS A BIG
PART OF OUR
CULTURE.”
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Serving up
tradition
Elko has been home to Basque restaurants for decades.
Originally part of boarding houses that provided
lodging for the sheepherders when the flocks were
wintering in the desert, restaurants such as the Star
Hotel have become part of the culinary landscape of
northeastern Nevada. Many shepherds came from the
Basque country from the late 19th until the mid 20th
century, leaving behind the political and economic
strife there to pursue prosperity in America. As is so
often the case, some of the strongest ties back to their
native land were expressed through food. Sharing the
same meals with each other from one country to
another created a bond across the miles and the years.
The standard Basque meal is served family style, and
starts with a soup, usually a chicken stock with meat
and vegetables, and a salad along with bread and
butter. The main course is hearty to say the least,
consisting of an entrée of pork chops with roasted
peppers and handfuls of garlic, or another meat dish,
plus spaghetti, beans, french fries and vegetables. This
is Basque food done American-style, with the use of
heavier meats such as beef, lamb and pork taking
dominance over the fish and seafood dishes that are
more readily available in the old country.
The influence of the Basque culture on the area adds
a unique flair to this desert region. These traditions are
still upheld at the Elko Basque Club, which also puts on
the National Basque Festival each summer, featuring
traditional dances, rural sports competitions including
wood chopping and weightlifting, regional food tastings
and a parade. Club members range from the original
sheepherders who arrived from the Basque country in
the 1960s and can regale you with stories of summers

Opposite page:
A selection of the
food served at a
Basque meal at
the Star Hotel.
Above and left:
Zach Arbillaga
prepares the
traditional Basque
dish bacalao, salt
cod in tomato
sauce, in the Elko
Basque Club
kitchen.

spent entirely on their own, moving sheep from hillside
to hillside with only a rifle and the company of two
dogs for weeks on end, to third-generation Nevadans
who attended cultural lessons at the clubhouse to learn
Basque dances and take language classes.
Zach Arbillaga is one of these third-generation kids,
and the current vice president of the Elko Basque Club.
“Food is a big part of our culture, and with the fact that
there are no new Basque coming over, [cooking is] an
important part of keeping the tradition alive. It’s how
everyone knows us here,” Arbillaga says as he pats dry
cod fillets with paper towels.
The famous Basque hospitality is on full display as
he insists on cooking his family’s version of the dish
bacalao as we talk, complete with a robust tomato sauce
made by his grandmother. His grandparents met at one
of the Basque boarding houses decades ago, and his
family still calls Elko home today, working hard to keep
the Basque tradition alive in the region.
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MAKE IT
HAPPEN

Weaving the
past into
the present
Hailing from generations of weavers in the Oaxacan
region of Mexico, Antonio Mendoza was born with
a love for the art running through his veins. He has
spent most of his life weaving textiles in the Zapotec
tradition, using wool dyed with natural substances
found around his family farm.
He brought these methods with him when he
moved to Orange County, where he continues to collect
cochineal beetles from cactus to dry in the sun. He
then grinds them into paste with lime juice and salt
to create the brilliant reds found in his work. He
collects pomegranate skins to create yellows, and indigo
plant to make blues and greens. Mendoza is adamant
that he adheres to the traditional ways of weaving,
believing in the importance of preserving the cultural
heritage of the Zapotec Indians.
Mendoza makes each design up as he goes, holding
all of the patterns and colorways in his mind as he
works. This method also ensures that no two pieces
are ever the same, each one a product of the moment
and Mendoza’s creative whim. He still works on the
same wooden loom that his great-grandfather used,
its wobbly wooden pieces showing the generations
of use in its scores of dents and nicks, but the
steadiness of Antonio’s hands as he passes the shuttle
back and forth through the loom embodies the piece
with beauty and character, proving that once again,
function prevails over form.

Right: Antonio
Mendoza uses
yarn he dyed
using traditional
methods to weave
a rug. Opposite
page: On the
ranch, even work
boots are an
opportunity to
show off some
personal flair.

Elko is in a remote part of
northeastern Nevada, but
consider making it a day trip
from either Salt Lake City,
Utah (3½ hours east by car),
or Reno, Nevada (four
hours southwest).

Stop in to J.M. Capriola
to peruse an impressive
assortment of western wear
and horse gear, and catch a
glimpse of the artisans at
work on the second floor
(capriolas.com).
Across the street from
Capriola’s is the Western
Folklife Center, which
has a small but interesting
exhibition gallery, a historic
saloon and a gift shop
featuring items made in the
region (westernfolklife.org).

Go West
It’s well worth your time to cruise on past the
metropolises of Las Vegas, Reno and Salt Lake City
and spend a while getting to know the people and
the artisans out here on the plains. The American
West has a storied past, filled with larger-than-life
characters and tales of eking out a life on land that is
often inhospitable, and sometimes downright hostile.
Art and suffering are often equated, and in these vast,
open landscapes filled with potential and not much in
the way of creature comforts, that equation seems to
hold true. The modern West is short on pretense and
long on authenticity.

Around the corner is
Cowboy Joe, a charming
little coffee shop that is
the best place to get your
caffeine fix in Elko (cowboy
joecoffee.com).
Just down the street is the
Star Hotel, the place to
go for a traditional Basque
meal. Do note that this is
just up the street from the
town’s area of legal brothels
(eatdrinkandbebasque.com).

For more: Brooks Briddle powderriverhats.com; Dom Flemons theamericansongster.com; Brian Farrow brianfarrow.com; Elko Basque Club elkobasqueclub.com; Anthony Mendoza email: eltelarstudio@gmail.com
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