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Foreword and Acknowledgments

Innumerable people and countless hours of hard work go into preparing for a rodeo. Competitors, producers, entertainers, and animals live for the thrills and spills associated with this heart-stopping event. Rodeo is a team effort. And just like putting on a rodeo, this book is a team effort too. Therefore, it’s close to impossible to mention everyone who helped with research, insight, encouragement, permission, editing, enthusiasm, entry, and just plain help.
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Fig. Intro.1.

This ranch rodeo bronc rider focuses on the horse’s shoulders to keep his seat for the eight seconds.

PHOTO BY BERT ENTWISTLE.


Introduction

HEART POUNDING, blood pumping, the cowboy nods, chute gate opens and his world begins. Eight seconds of adrenaline rush. Eight seconds of gripping, pulling, and holding on. The animal under him bucks and twists attempting to dislodge the cowboy’s seat but the rider sticks like glue. The buzzer sounds, the cowboy dismounts, tips his hat to a cheering crowd and nods at his proud fellow riders. Just another day at the office.

Originating from real ranch work, rodeo has few, but confusing rules. In this man against beast arena, the players are many and varied, ranging from the two-footed variety to the four-legged creatures.

This book explains the ins and outs and yes, ups and downs, of this exhilarating, extreme sport called rodeo.
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Fig. 1.1.

Introduced by Spaniards coming up through Mexico, horses charged their way into the American West and forever changed the West’s future.

PHOTO BY HALEY CRAWFORD.


1

History of Rodeo

The word rodeo comes from the Spanish word “rodear”—to surround.

—William Manns, western author

RODEO. The quintessential extreme sport. The ultimate sport. A sport born in the wilds of the American West.

Then

To understand rodeo requires understanding a bit of American history. Rodeo today has come a long way since its humble beginnings in the American West. During the later 1700s and early 1800s, Spain controlled most of the land now considered the Southwest. Men called conquistadors dominated Texas, New Mexico, Arizona, and parts of California.

Established missions raised cattle for America’s booming markets. The need grew for skilled horsemen to handle cattle and manage the herds. Many of the men running the missions were of Spanish nobility, trained in horsemanship and roping. This expertise was passed on to their workers, known as “vaqueros.”

During Mexico’s rule, the vaqueros found work running cattle and managing the rangeland. Even after the United States gained control of the Southwest in 1854, through the Gadsden Purchase, the vaqueros continued to work and teach their American counterparts. Their great horsemanship traditions propelled today’s rodeo.

With the ending of the Civil War, cattle herds spread throughout the West and proportionally the number of cowboys grew. Once or twice a year, cowhands rounded up the cattle on the open range and drove them hundreds of miles to various market centers (stockyards).

In celebration of their job completed, the cowboys informally competed in challenges ranging from rope throwing to “cutting” cattle (isolating one cow from the rest of the herd). Spectators would inevitably gather to watch these rough and tough men show off their prowess.

Formal rodeo started with friendly competition between ranches when the work was done. Since cowboying tended to be a lonely job, the men were anxious to socialize and show off their abilities.

Beginning in the 1880s, the railroad arrived across the West, thus replacing the necessity of time-consuming cattle drives. Open rangeland became defined by barbed-wire fencing, thereby drastically cutting the number of cowhands. Many cowboys were forced to find a new way to make a living.

Although Deer Trail, Colorado, lays claim to the first rodeo in 1869, the first truly formal rodeo was held in Cheyenne, Wyoming, in 1872. Between 1890 and 1910, rodeo emerged as public entertainment through various Wild West Shows and Fourth of July celebrations. Buffalo Bill Cody, Wild Bill Hickok, Annie Oakley, and others promoted the enchantment of the Wild West and the thrill of rodeo as far away as Europe.

Not until the first decades of the twentieth century, however, did rodeo become recognized as a competitive sport. Annual stampedes, roundups and frontier days’ events attracted regional audiences. It became a true spectator sport.

Trick riding and fancy roping were a popular part of rodeo from 1910 until the early 1930s, when their status switched from contested events to contract entertainment. The trick-riding contestants combined daring, acrobatic skills, superb timing, and real showmanship. They performed dangerous stunts like crupper somersaults or handstands while moving around the area on a loping horse. Fancy roping came from the charro riders of Old Mexico, such as Vincente Oropeza, who in 1894 introduced the floreo de reata, making flowers of rope.

By the mid-1920s, championship events at Boston Garden and New York City’s Madison Square Garden attracted a nationwide focus.

The Rodeo Association of America (RAA), founded in 1929, combined a group of managers with promoters and gave structure to the rodeo. The RAA sanctioned events, selected judges, and established purse awards and point systems to determine all-around winners. Since 1946, the organization has acted as the International Professional Rodeo Association (IPRA).

Until 1936, rodeo contestants themselves remained unorganized. Then a group formed the Cowboy Turtle Association (CTA) so named because they were “slow” to organize but finally “stuck their necks out” for what they believed in. In 1945, the CTA became the Rodeo Cowboys Association (RCA), renamed in 1975 the Professional Rodeo Cowboys Association (PRCA).

[image: image]

Fig. 1.2.

Reata, fancy ropework with roots in Spain, still delights today’s rodeo spectators.

PHOTO BY HALEY CRAWFORD.
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Fig. 1.3.

Nationally ranked New Mexico State University Rodeo Team practices barrel racing.

PHOTO BY AUTHOR.

Women who compete in rodeo formed their own organization, Women’s Professional Rodeo Association (WPRA), which includes all of rodeo’s regular events except saddle bronc riding. Professional Women’s Rodeo Association (PWRA), a sister organization, is limited to female roughstock riders only. Rodeo cowgirls were among the first women in the United States to achieve recognition as professional athletes. By 1920, women had achieved a prominent place in rodeo as roughstock riders, trick riders, and relay racers.

However, beginning in the 1930s, competitive cowgirls declined in number and prominence. Male-dominated rodeo organizations ignored women as serious contenders and instead opted for the glamorous but nonathletic “Ranch Girls.” With Gene Autry’s monopoly of big-time rodeo in the 1940s, the place of female contestants virtually disappeared.

Women are finally making a comeback in rodeo, but in small measures. The exception is barrel racing, where women rule.

Now

Most major rodeos fall under the jurisdiction of the PRCA, headquartered in Colorado Springs, Colorado. A rodeo boasts standardized events including bareback riding, saddle bronc riding, steer wrestling, calf roping, barrel racing, and the ever-popular bull riding.

Bull riding has become so popular that in 1992 a group of bull riders formed the Professional Bull Riders (PBR). This association is headquartered in Colorado Springs, Colorado but will be moving to Albuquerque, New Mexico in the near future.
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Fig. 1.4.

Calf roping is a ranch chore now featured in rodeo.

PHOTO BY AUTHOR.

With the exception of bull riding, all events in rodeos come directly off everyday ranch work. For example, calves need to be dehorned, doctored, vaccinated, or otherwise tended by the ranch hands. Two cowboys rope the calf while another cowhand performs whatever needs to be done. When a cowboy needs to catch a calf, he and his horse work together to capture the speedy youngster. This led to team roping in rodeo.

Rodeo, the most extreme of extreme sports, is highly popular in the United States and Canada. More than two thousand rodeos are held annually in those countries. Brazil, Mexico, and Australia are steadily increasing their fascination of rodeo. It is estimated that over twenty-two million spectators flock to the rodeos annually.

Ranking contestants usually compete in more than 120 rodeos per year for total prize money in excess of twenty-six million dollars. They strive for the pinnacle of success—the Wrangler National Finals, which offers an additional three million dollars in prize monies.
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Fig. 1.5.

Rodeo animals receive top care. The padded breast collar and cinch provide extra comfort for the horse. A happy animal performs well.

PHOTO BY AUTHOR.

Rodeo is divided into two categories: 1) Those scored by a judge (roughstock events); and 2) Those timed for speed (barrel racing, tie-down roping, team roping, and steer wrestling). The contests of riding and roping require only two things of the horses and cattle—either to buck or to run, and both are natural.

Animal Treatment

Rodeo associations around the country have strict rules that dictate how contests may be conducted and the animals handled. In 1947, the Professional Rodeo Cowboys Association established rules for the humane care and treatment of rodeo animals—seven years before the founding of the Humane Society of the United States.

Injury to animals is infrequent with rates documented as low as 1 percent. In 2000, during 72,000 animal performances, there were 308 injuries, which equates to .000054. The cowboys’ statistics are not nearly as impressive.

The use of horses and bulls in rodeo is so undemanding that they stay healthy and perform well past their natural life span. Veterinarians attribute their longevity to the excellent feed and adequate exercise.

Spurs, used by bull and bronc riders, are equipped with blunted rowels (the round part of the spur) and do not hurt the animal.

Flank straps, which encircle the animal in the flank area, are fleece lined and do not cover genitalia or cause pain. If the strap were too tight, the animal would simply refuse to move, much less buck.

Many people are not aware of the price of rodeo animals. Recently, a bull was purchased at the Wrangler National Finals Rodeo for well over eighty thousand dollars. Good roping horses sell for fifty thousand dollars. Who isn’t going to take real good care of those animals? Every year, various rodeo associations give honors to the best performing horses and bulls and present awards to the owners.

Rodeos

Leading rodeos today include Frontier Days in Cheyenne, Wyoming; Wrangler National Finals Rodeo in Las Vegas; Professional Bull Riding Finals also held in Las Vegas; National Western Stockshow and Rodeo in Denver, Colorado; Houston Livestock Show and Rodeo in Houston, Texas; and the Calgary Stampede in Calgary, Alberta, Canada.
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Fig. 2.1.

Stock contractor Casper Baca helps out at the chutes.

PHOTO BY AUTHOR.


2

Stock Contractors and Animals: Without Them, Ain’t No Rodeo

My heart’s in rodeo—everything I do is rodeo.

—Casper Baca, stock contractor

“IT’S THE BRONCS and the blood, it’s the steers and the mud . . . and they call the thing rodeo,” explains a classic country tune sung by Garth Brooks. Rodeo is a sport that combines the athleticism of man and beast. And at the heart of wrangling that “beast” is the stock contractor. Without these men, whose lives revolve around horses, bulls, and cattle, rodeo could not exist.

What Is a Stock Contractor?

“Stock is the basis of your business,” states Grants, New Mexico, stock contractor Casper Baca. Men who love animals raise horses, bulls, steers, and calves. No one could spend the millions of hours caring for these four-legged critters and not love the life. Stock contractors, the coaches of the rodeo world, provide the animals for the rodeos.

When a rodeo committee sets a date for a rodeo, they contact one or more contractors who then figure out how many of which kind of animals are needed. The stock contractor then sorts through his herd and selects the proper four-legged athlete. According to Baca, he picks his animals based on how far his stock must travel: “Some are good at short distances, others can take a long haul.”

After arriving at the rodeo site, the contractor makes sure his animals are fed and watered before he is. After the rodeo, he is in charge of properly and safely loading the truck, then hauling his animals back home.

The Stock

Livestock—horses, both bucking and saddle broke; bulls; steers; and calves—must live somewhere and what better place than a ranch? Baca’s 120 horses spend the winter in central New Mexico, out in the pasture, while his 60 bulls winter in feed lots. Typical of the life of rodeo animals, Baca’s horses and bulls enjoy weeks of nothing but eating, sleeping, and an occasional sparring match with other pasturemates. A bull’s bucking ability peaks at around eight years of age, and a horse’s around twelve. However, both can buck for several years after that.

Contractors bring saddle-broke horses for the rodeo queens, pick up men, or just as a “spare.” For the timed events—team and calf roping, steer wrestling—the steers are neutered yearling males weighing between 500 and 650 pounds and both horns must be at least eight inches long. The calves must be weaned from their mothers and weigh between 220 and 280 pounds. These timed-event animals must be uniform in size and temperament, thus ensuring the contestants of equal opportunity to score points.
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Fig. 2.2.

Good stock allows the competitor a chance to win that gold buckle.

PHOTO BY AUTHOR.
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Fig. 2.3.

At this Belen, New Mexico, roughstock rodeo, the bucking horses run in the arena before performing.

PHOTO BY AUTHOR.

Team ropers, calf ropers, and steer wrestlers usually bring their own horses.

While Baca does not spend much time with a breeding program, preferring instead to buy proven good bucking stock, other contractors, such as Dillon and H. D. Page of D&H Cattle Company, have developed a top bucking bull breeding program. Many of their bulls originate from the famous Plummer bloodlines. Contractor and breeder Ronnie Roach bought many Plummers, and today a few of the original bulls sporting the “CP” (Charlie Plummer) brand are still around.

Around 1963, Charlie Plummer of Sayer, Oklahoma, bought his first set of bulls and cows from Tom Harlan of Texas. Plummer started putting on rodeos with the bulls of this lineage and discovered their tremendous bucking ability. These bulls and their descendants would become legends for their bad temperament and superb bucking ability. Known as “Plummers,” many of them are on the “smallish” side (twelve hundred pounds), white with black spots. Their horns tend to be big.

Many of the world-famous bulls bucking in the Professional Bull Riders (PBR) and Professional Rodeo Cowboys Association (PRCA) rodeos can trace their ancestry back to Plummer bulls. In 1985 Dillon and H. D. Page purchased bucking heifers (one dollar per pound) with Plummer bloodlines.

Bucking horses, like bulls, are not taught to buck; it’s a trait that is bred into them. Bucking is not inherent to one or two particular breeds, but rather to the genetic lineage. Some contractors breed horses, but others, like Casper Baca, prefer to purchase proven stock.

A mix of Shire, Percheron, and Thoroughbred combine the qualities of sturdiness with agility and speed in horses. While breeding programs continue to create good bucking stock, some horses come from unknown lineage but for some
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