

Praise for the Stories in
A Boy and His Dog in Hell*

 “This collection of pieces from Mike Sager is just brilliant—brave, written with soul and beauty, and unflinching in the depiction of a real America that needs to be revealed. Bravo to Sager for being one of the few writers left willing to do it.”

 –Buzz Bissinger, author of Friday Night Lights and A Prayer for the City

 “Like a silver-tongued Margaret Mead, Sager slips into foreign societies almost unnoticed and lives among the natives, chronicling his observations in riveting long-form narratives that recall a less tragic, less self-involved Hunter S. Thompson and a more relatable Tom Wolfe.”

 –Performances Magazine

 “Sager has made a career of finding the unexpected story and telling it with empathy and narrative skill—a talent that’s on display throughout this eclectic and consistently arresting collection.”

 	–Publishers Weekly

 “His self-effacing style evokes George Orwell’s famous dictum that good writing should be as transparent as a pane of glass…The long opening scene in “Kobe Bryant Doesn’t Want Your Love” is a gorgeously observed vision of Bryant taking a shot at the hoop and worth the price of the book. No camera could show as much as Sager does as Bryant sinks a single foul shot. I’d submit the scene as Exhibit A for why, in an age of video, writing still matters.”

 –San Diego CityBeat

*Many of the stories in A Boy and His Dog in Hell were originally included in Wounded Warriors, which is no longer in print.





Praise for Mike Sager

 “Sager plays Virgil in the modern American Inferno . . . Compelling and stylish magazine journalism, rich in novelistic detail.”

 –Kirkus Reviews

“Like his journalistic precursors Tom Wolfe and Hunter S. Thompson, Sager writes frenetic, off-kilter pop-sociological profiles of Americans in all their vulgarity and vitality . . . He writes with flair, but only in the service of an omnivorous curiosity and defies expectations in pieces that lesser writers would play for satire or sensationalism . . . A Whitmanesque ode to teeming humanity’s mystical unity.”

 –The New York Times Book Review

 “Mike Sager writes about places and events we seldom get a look at—and people from whom we avert our eyes. But with Sager in command of all the telling details, he shows us history, humanity, humor, sometimes even honor. He makes us glad to live with our eyes wide open.”

 –Richard Ben Cramer, Pulitzer Prize-winning author of What It Takes: The Way to the White House

 “Mike Sager is the Beat poet of American journalism, that rare reporter who can make literature out of shabby reality. Equal parts reporter, ethnographer, stylist and cultural critic, Sager has for 20 years carried the tradition of Tom Wolfe on his broad shoulders, chronicling the American scene and psyche. Nobody does it sharper, smarter, or with more style.”

 –Walt Harrington, author of Intimate Journalism.

 “I can recognize the truth in these stories—tales about the darkest possible side of wretched humanity. Sager has obviously spent too much time in flop houses in Laurel Canyon.”

 –Hunter S. Thompson, author of Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas
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Hard Work
Well Enjoyed
Builds a Man
Makes a Life
Day by Day





The business I am in is a strange one. I intrude into people’s lives for an hour or a day or a week, and I scrape their lives for what I can, and then I display the scrapings to strangers. I get paid for this; whether it is a moral calling or not, I do not know, but I have no other craft.

 —Bob Greene, “American Beat,” Esquire, September, 1981
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Author’s Note

These stories are particularly dear to me.

 Looking back, I consider them milestones, pieces that have defined and distinguished my work over forty some years of journalism—adventures, high jinks, near-death moments, and wrenching intimate encounters that have helped to shape me as a writer and as a man.

 Included in A Boy and His Dog in Hell are 19 stories about people from a wide variety of circumstances and cultures—all of them distinctly American. In this time of deep division, I hope these profiles stand as a testament to an over-arching humanness that spans our great differences. Over the course of my career, I have learned nothing if not this: Even as we are each of us wonderfully odd, curious, entertaining, and peculiar, we are all of us very much cut from the same stuff.

 While I am fond of the many crime stories and celebrity profiles that have occupied and enriched my life both personally and professionally, A Boy and His Dog highlights my work as an anthropologist without portfolio. In a more modern context, each of these stories is very much like a TV reality series, time spent with a person or community of people you would not ordinarily get to meet.

 If it was my 11th grade journalism teacher, Dora Simons, who first introduced me to the idea of writing articles, it was the anthropologist Margaret Meade, and her groundbreaking Coming of Age in Samoa—assigned for my class in Anthropology 101 during the first term of my freshman year in college—who put me on my present course. Getting from there to here required ample help, particularly from Walt Harrington at The Washington Post, my mentor for all things New Journalism; Bob Love at Rolling Stone, who taught me extended structure and challenged me with the gift of incredible stories; and David Granger and Peter Griffin, my dynamic duo at Esquire. Truly told, Granger was the first to double down on my Harrington-inspired passion for “intimate journalism.” Before Granger came along, getting the green light to do my form of anthropology (how dull does that sound in a pitch meeting?) necessarily involved a Dante-esque list of ingredients, including death, drugs, exotic locations and/or mayhem. It was Granger who embraced the form as a way of allowing me to explore the universality of the human condition. First there was Big, about a 650-man, which he championed into print at GQ. Later, at Esquire, there were dozens more. “Old.” “Ugly.” “The Secret Life of a Beautiful Woman.” “The Man of Tomorrow Goes to the Prom.” At some point, someone used the term Literary Anthropology to describe my work. I have tried my best to live up.

 Warming my hands by the cultural fires of so many diverse characters,  groups, and settings over the years, I’ve observed how strongly our world depends upon cultural stereotypes and clannish dictates, misconceptions, hate and fear, political correctness, and mythology—our notions of what is supposed to be true, what is considered to be true, what other people say you should think and do, what is gospel.

 No matter where I’ve gone, no matter whom I’ve met, no matter how low or how high, I’ve practiced a technique of keeping my mind open—I’ve come to call it suspending disbelief. I spend a lot of time. A lot of time. I keep my my mouth shut, my eyes and ears open, and my audio recorder running. I pay attention. I act respectfully. I listen deeply. I earn trust by example. I learn to read the subtext. I keep an open mind and an open heart. Never have I failed to find a human connection—except in those few cases where I was unavoidably beaten, threatened with a gun, or roughed up by soldiers of a desperate regime. In those cases, I was dealing with strangers, people I hadn’t planned to be around, who knew nothing about me and didn’t care to learn. In such conditions, the only recourse was to survive and retreat. There is evil in the world, yes. But principally what I’ve learned is that different doesn’t have to be evil, or scary, or threatening. Knowledge is power. And people are generally just people. Chances are if someone is fucking with you, it’s someone who’s either desperate or afraid. After every assignment, I have unfailingly returned home with new understanding, new insight, new truths I’d have never imagined unless I’d walked the proverbial mile in the shoes of another.

 The stories in this book represent a lot of miles in a lot of different shoes, from cowboy boots to signature Kobe Bryants—a tour of an America few people ever see, safe as they are within the borders of their own colorful square in the nation’s  patchwork quilt of diverse cultures, communities, and circumstances.

 We meet: A pair of young Puerto Rican brothers, living marginally in the slums of North Philadelphia, working the corner selling cocaine and fighting stolen pit bull dogs to the death. The members of a once-proud Latinx street gang, the V-13 from Venice, CA, have lost their fortunes in a cloud of crack smoke. A seven-foot six-inch, Sudanese-born NBA basketball player—the first time he attempted a dunk, he broke his front teeth on the ten-foot rim. He went on to become one of the greatest shot-blockers in the history of the National Basketball Association,

 We spend time with blue collar tweakers in Hawaii; Aryan Nation troopers in Idaho; and near-fatally hip heroin addicts on the Lower East Side of Manhattan. We meet the Reverend Al Sharpton at a time, early in his career, when this important civil rights figure and mainstream chat show host was vilified and feared by many Americans of all races. A road trip across country brings me eyeball to eyeball with a number of America’s smartest men (and one woman) and demonstrates that having a super high IQ can be as much of a handicap as an advantage. Life, it seems, can be just as challenging on either end of the bell curve. A trip across Thailand brings me together with dozens of American military veterans who’d decided, after the Vietnam war, that they’d rather set down roots in the Land of Smiles than return home. Life as an ex pat: You’re home and yet you ain’t.

 We attend the “Superbowl of Rodeo” with the world’s winningest professional cowboy, a deep dive into red-state values and the condition of the American Western Ideal. We meet Charlie Van Dyke, 650-pounds, a fat man in a low-fat world. Bill Hicks, a comedian destined for mainstream stardom until tragedy struck. And NBA lightning rod Kobe Bryant, who lifted the craft of basketball into a compelling art . . . and so beautifully made the tricky transition to next chapter . . . before leaving the earth suddenly and way too soon. It was my giddy personal privilege to spend more than a week with Kobe and his wife to report the piece. Included also is a personal appreciation I wrote for The Atlantic on the night of his death.

 I have also been privileged to add into this collection, with the paid permission of the Washington Post, six of the feature stories I wrote during my six years at that great paper, where my career began in 1978. (As of this writing, I have completed paid journalism assignments in each of the past six decades.) Unlike the other stories in this book, all of which have been expanded and refurbished since first publication, I leave these stories untouched. (According to the terms of my agreement with the Post, I’m not allowed to change anything. Nor would I want to.) Over the years, teaching young writers, I have often assigned these pieces to grad students. It’s good for them to get the perspective: This was my work when I was your age.

***

In this world of rapidly changing media—remember, the first televisions were introduced in 1927, less than a century ago—it is has been my good fortune to have plied my trade during the golden age of magazines, when ads were plentiful, books were thick, issues came 12 times a year, and editors thought nothing of letting you spend three weeks living with a 650-pound man, six weeks with a crack gang, or three months circling the globe in search of a Hollywood actor. And they didn’t mind paying you a decent enough wage that you could put copious amounts of time into the rest of the process: transcribing, additional research, writing, editing, fact-checking, lawyering, and more. For that I am truly grateful.

 For the people who shared their lives with me so I could write these stories . . . for the editors who gave me these assignments and the magazines that gave me the resources and a platform . . . for the readers who spent their time and money . . . for the loved ones who nurtured and encouraged me as I pursued my passion . . . for my son, who taught me as much as all the stories I’ve written . . . and for so much more, I give thanks.

 Please enjoy.

 Mike Sager

 La Jolla, CA





THE KING OF THE COWBOYS

Over the past two decades, Trevor Brazile has won more professional rodeo championships, 23, than any other cowboy in history. Going into this year’s Wrangler National Finals Rodeo in Las Vegas, Nevada, he’s once again leading the all-around standings—though not by much. Putting it mildly, it’s been a challengin’ couple of years.

An hour northwest of Dallas, Texas, the King of the Cowboys is practicing for the richest rodeo of the year—ten days of high-stakes competition that will make or break his season.

 	His name is Trevor Brazile. He is a modest man of 41, a prodigy in autumn, with boyish dimples and budding jowls, the compact physique of a hockey player—5-foot-10 in his Trevor Brazile signature cowboy boots.

 Raised on a feedlot in the dusty north Texas Panhandle, he roped his first calf from horseback at age 3. At age 5 he refused to return to the second day of kindergarten unless his parents installed his roping dummy on the school playground. Over the past two decades, Brazile has won more professional rodeo championships, 23, than any other cowboy in history. Going into this year’s Wrangler National Finals Rodeo in Las Vegas, Nevada, known as the NFR, he’s once again leading the all-around standings—though not by much. Putting it mildly, as people tend to do in these parts, it’s been a challengin’ couple of years.

 Brazile’s 100-acre ranch is nestled into rolling, winter-brown hills a few miles outside the town of Decatur. Bare trees rise like sculptures toward a wan blue sky. Brazile and his crew are busy inside an immense, roofed-in practice pen, down the slope from his big stone house. The dirt is red and fine, a sandy loam. He’s been working out all afternoon. The evening chill is beginning to settle. The overhead lights are on. Frank Sinatra is crooning “Fly Me to the Moon” from built-in speakers.

 The playlist belongs to Brazile’s practice partner, 28-year-old Tuf Cooper, who will also compete at the NFR this year. Tuf is his given name—one of many creative or honorific spellings that distinguish his family line. As it happens, Tuf’s dad, Roy Cooper, is in the Cowboy Hall of Fame. When Brazile was coming up as a young rodeo cowboy, the Super Looper was his idol and mentor. Now Tuf is in the game. He’s second in the all-around, behind Brazile—the young buck nipping at his heels, just like it was back then with Brazile and Roy.

 Compounding our story further is the fact that Brazile is married to Tuf’s half-sister, Shada, 38. A stunning sometimes-model and semi-retired professional barrel racer, she herself is a past-NFR qualifier who dabbled at competing as recently as last summer, when she was barely one-year postpartum with the most recent of their three kids. She homeschools the spirited trio in a makeshift classroom—complete with miniature desks and lockers—in a loft on the second floor of their house. Until recently Shada was the force behind a children’s clothing brand. She has a social media presence as an influencer on the Western wear fashion scene. When Tuf was 12 and his parents divorced, he lived with Shada and Brazile. Later, in 9th grade, when Tuf turned pro, Shada supervised his home-schooling.

 “Basically, if you just look at me, nearly everything I do is a direct influence from Trevor,” Tuf says. “Shada was like my second mom.”

 At the moment, Brazile is in the starting box in his practice pen, seated on a custom saddle cinched to his calf horse, Deputy. Brazile uses a different horse for each of the three events in which he competes; the others are stabled in a state-of-the-art barn next door. Versatility is one of the main reasons Brazile has been all-around champ 13 times. He’s also won titles in ten individual events. Championships are based on year-end aggregated earnings. Few cowboys are good enough to compete at this level in more than one event. And few have the will to hit the exhausting quota of 75 to 100 nation-wide events in each category that are counted toward earnings totals. The rodeo season lasts nearly year-round: The old season ends on September 30 and a new one begins October 1. This past summer, over one six-day period, Brazile and a helper drove 7,500 miles and hit five different rodeos.

 To prep himself for the NFR, Brazile has altered the starting box in his practice pen with sheets of plywood to mimic the facilities at the Thomas and Mack Center in Las Vegas, which is smaller than most rodeo venues. Likewise, temporary fencing has been brought in to downsize the ring. To Brazile, no detail is too small: Before he bought the ranch, he says, he took a shovel to the earth at every property he shopped—he didn’t want to have to haul in the kind of soft loam that is easy on livestock. “I may not be 6-4 or 225 like some of the competitors, but I don’t cheat the process,” he will later tell a Vegas crowd at a meet-and-greet.

 Deputy is a 15-year-old sorrel gelding with a fancy braided tail and mane—you don’t want to rely on a young horse at a critical time. Deputy is probably the fastest calf horse Brazile has ever owned. Coming out of the starting box, Brazile doesn’t even have to think about kicking Deputy with his cutter style, double-mounted spurs, which were hand crafted by a well-known artisan from the drive shaft of a Model T Ford automobile. Usually, as soon as the chute opens and the calf bolts, and Deputy feels the tension come off the reins, he is off and running full speed. The secret to Brazile’s dominance in rodeo, he says, is “my level of horsemanship is hopefully above my talent level. My horses are where I attribute most of my success; it takes a lot of training.”

 Because of his dominance in his sport, Brazile is known by some as the “Michael Jordan of Rodeo.” Like the basketball great, Brazile makes more money on endorsements and licensing than he does on rodeo purses. Here on an average day in the practice pen, both horse and rider are dressed crown-to-hoof in Brazile’s signature clothing and tack, brand named “Relentless”—a handle suggested by one of his business partners but pretty much on the nose. (Brazile is an old-fashioned kind of guy, way too modest to have suggested such a name. But not so modest as to fail to embrace it.) Deputy sports a Relentless breast collar, bridle, saddle pad, and fetlock and hoof wraps. A full line of roping supplies, including practice dummies, is also available.

 Brazile’s hat is a black, Trevor Brazile signature 100X, made by Resistol, the Texas-based company that sells a million hats a year. The rest of Brazile’s outfit is Relentless brand, licensed by cowboy performance-wear giant Ariat to Brazile’s specifications: The shirts have extra room in the arms and chest for roping and wrangling. The jeans material, unlike traditional denim, is stretchy for comfort and movement, but can still stand dry-cleaning chemicals and hold a crease, the look pro cowboys prefer. The boot soles feature rubber tread inserts for better traction, which help considerably in events like tie-down roping—Brazile’s signature event—where the cowboy, after chasing a calf on horseback and roping it around the neck, jumps off his horse and sprints to the young animal, then picks it up and throws it down onto its side, legs away (called “flanking”); time stops when three hooves are neatly tied together with a hooey knot—a western-style slip-knot—and the cowboy raises his hands.

 Ready for his next practice run, Brazile fiddles with his rope—nobody ever calls it a lariat. Thirty-one feet long, it is woven of a special poly-grass fiber that doesn’t stretch. The material is known to become finicky in different weather conditions. For this reason, pro cowboys carry doughnut-shaped, waterproof rope cans, with a strap for shoulder or saddle horn, bringing to mind a lady’s large purse—and watchdogged at events just as carefully. Besides his horse, nothing is more important to a cowboy than his ropes. Like an undergarment, it is one piece of equipment rarely lent to others.

 Brazile holds his right arm out from his body at a right angle, elbow bent, hand at shoulder height, palm-forward, the loop of his rope supported by a single finger, the index, giving the impression he’s gesturing thoughtfully, Wait a second or I’ve got an idea.

 Coiled between his teeth is the piggin’ string—it’s written with the apostrophe. About six feet long, custom-made of little-boy-blue, three-ply polyester rope, the piggin’ string is used to make the tie on the calf’s hooves. To lubricate the slipknot, Brazile uses baby powder. It must be Johnson & Johnson original formula, nothing else. The smell evokes thoughts of his three young children, ages 11, 9 and 2, and marks a strong sensory contrast to the rest of the immediate atmosphere—earth and manure, wood smoke and hay, sweaty men and animals. When he bites down on the piggin’ string, Brazile’s dimples show, making him look intense yet also elfin—he is the kind of guy who loves hanging out with his fellas and goofing, even as his eyes are darting toward the next task on his ever-growing list. To keep things tidy, the loose end of the piggin’ string is threaded through Brazile’s rear-most belt loop. Another long rope, connected to Deputy’s bridle, is tucked beneath his belt.

 Deputy’s ears crane forward. His nostrils flare. Brazile nods his head slowly, gravely, almost imperceptibly, causing the brim of his Trevor Brazile signature cowboy hat to bob. One of his crew jerks a lever, releasing the first in a line of 3-month-old calves, standing rump to face in the confines of a long chute, constructed of round, schedule-40-size steel pipe and stretching from one side of the practice pen to the other—the one end for gathering the calves, the other for releasing. Each calf weighs about 250 pounds. Owing to Brazile’s strict protein and vegetable diet, he goes about 185.

 The first calf in line is a black baldy: black body with a white face. She’s the daughter of a calf Brazile roped at the 2015 NFR, two years ago now, the last time he competed at the NFR and also the last time he won the all-around. To commemorate the victory, he bought the winning calf. Once known by her ear tag, #76, she is now a permanent resident of Brazile’s pasture, along with a bunch of other winners and their progeny. His kids named her Sally.

 Sally’s daughter has no name, but like her mom, she’s fast out of the gate.

 Brazile and Deputy give chase.

***

From the door of Brazile’s practice pen, you can look over yonder on the hill, behind the lake, and see a smaller, 20-acre spread, with its own barn and practice pen. A prominent ranch gate constructed of wood posts and artesian metalwork presides over top the driveway: Roy Cooper: 8 Times World Champion.

 Rodeo came to the New World with the conquistadors, along with horses and cattle. The word comes from rodear, Spanish for “to surround” or “encircle.” Long before professional cowboys were competing for brand sponsorships and five-figure purses, wherever in the world cattle were being raised, ranch hands were competing against each other for pride and amusement. By the second half of the 19th century, public rodeo spectacles were popping up across America in nowhere towns like Deer Trail, Colorado; Pecos, Texas, and Prescott, Arizona. In the absence of movies, theater, or sports teams, rodeo was the ascendant form of public entertainment across much of the agrarian nation.

 Like all great American pastimes, rodeo eventually became a big business. Cowboy associations sprung up; promoters and competitors got together to more or less standardize rules, regulations, and titles. The first National Finals Rodeo was held in Dallas in 1959. For many years it was held in Oklahoma City; in 1985 it was moved to Vegas. The sport’s governing body, the Professional Rodeo Cowboys Association, PRCA, holds the largest chunk of the game in its hands, sanctioning over 600 rodeos a year in North America, and more around the world. Every rodeo event has an entry fee, paid by the cowboys. There is no guaranteed money.

 Typically, a rodeo features seven events, most of which are derived from necessary jobs performed on a cattle ranch. Bareback riding and saddle-bronc riding come from the practice of breaking wild horses for everyday use. Steer roping—also known as steer trippin’—in which the steer is roped by the horns and jerked off its feet, was used to doctor or attend to livestock, as was calf roping, Brazile’s only event at this upcoming NFR. For steer wrestling, the cowboy jumps off his horse, grabs the animal’s head and horns, and takes it down to the ground. (In days long past, cowboys on the range would also bite the animal’s nose or lower lip to help gain control. That is no longer practiced.) Team roping features two cowboys—one ropes the head and one the hind legs. In areas where families have the space and wherewithal, team roping is practiced as a recreational sport, kind of like doubles tennis. There are tournaments, mixed and single sex teams, age groups, handicaps and purses. Barrel racing is the only women’s event regularly featured at PRCA tournaments; the contestants are still called cowgirls, a reflection of the somewhat retrograde values still clinging to the rodeo world.

 There is no possible reason one might need to ride a bull, rodeo’s most popular event. (In the riding events, the broncs and the bulls are also scored and rewarded championships and money.) Bull riding draws mostly young competitors, who tend to have short careers due to injury—they alone wear protective vests and neck collars and sometimes helmets instead of cowboy hats. Some say the genesis of bull riding involved lots of boredom and alcohol.

 From the mid-1970s to the late 1980s, Roy Cooper—a national high school and college champion and PRCA rookie of the year—was the most recognized figure in professional rodeo. “At his prime, he had no competition,” says Joe Beaver, an eight-time NFR champion roper, and one of Roy’s many traveling partners back in the day. He is now a prominent TV commentator. “Roy was so consistent. He was so fast and so darn good. He rarely made any mistakes. What he could do in the arena was unreal. He’s probably the greatest roper there has ever been.”

 Born to a famous rodeo family, Roy Cooper was one of the first of the great modern rodeo champions. The Super Looper was so good that sometimes, to make things more interesting in a competition, he would rope with his left hand—and still win. In a sport known for the close collaboration between man and animal, Roy would sometimes fly to competitions on a private jet and borrow an unfamiliar horse. “No matter how much he messed around, Roy had this amazing ability to make no mistakes and beat everybody,” says Beaver.

 Roy Cooper was also known for his appetite for partying, especially during the eighties and nineties, when he turned up everywhere with his best friend, country musician George Strait. Over the course of his career, Cooper qualified for the NFR 20 times. He won eight world championships, six in tie-down roping.

 “Roy literally never pulled up at a rodeo that he didn’t know in his head, in his mind, in the way he walked around, that he was fixin’ to win it,” says Roy’s former wife, Shari Smith Cooper, the mother of Shada Brazile and Tuf Cooper, and also Tuf’s older brother, Clif.

 “Roy was like Mohammed Ali. He had his competitors intimidated before he ever walked in the arena, you know?” Shari Cooper says. “But the thing was, at the same time, he was encouraging to his competitors too. He once said he thought the best friend he could ever have in his life would be a guy who could beat him.

 “There were times when he was winning the rodeo and he had the best horse, and the second-best roper might need to borrow a horse, and Roy would ride over and say, ‘Here, get on him,’” she continues, shaking her head in disbelief, even after all these years and another husband. “It was like Go ahead, try to beat me. He had a sense of fairness about beating people only someone truly great at something could have.”

 There are a million stories about the Super Looper’s exploits. Hang out with Roy for an afternoon; he loves to tell them. This one might well summarize: the pilot of a private jet puts the plane on autopilot for two hours so he can participate in a rousing game of strip poker at 30,000 feet with Roy and some lady friends and a huge pile of party favors.

 “I had a great life,” Roy says, looking out his window at the lake. “I got me a new truck every year and had the best horses I could find. I had new clothes. I had the first bus in rodeo. I bought George Strait’s bus, the one he used in (the movie) Pure Country. I stayed in suites man, you could buy a suite for $150 back then, you know what I mean?

 “I was spoiled. And maybe in a way I didn’t appreciate what it meant to be at the top. Some men stand and face their gifts and others prefer to look away,” he says, taking a slug of a Fireball mini. “It’s a picnic but it ain’t no picnic, know what I’m sayin’?”

***

Another of Roy’s many and loyal rodeo buddies was a part-time competitor named Jimmy Brazile.

 Jimmy was born in Amarillo, Texas, to a produce company foreman and his wife, who had migrated from Arkansas in the early fifties in search of work. One of ten children, Jimmy didn’t rope at all until he was 16, when his family moved from a place in town out to a subdivision with five-acre tracts. “Around the corner a ways” lived a girl named Glenda Light. Her dad was a self-taught metal fabricator who made trailers and owned a ranch. “She and her family roped, and she ran barrels and rodeoed and everything,” Jimmy remembers. “The first time I visited I said, ‘Shucks, I think I can do that.’”

 To Jimmy’s father, who quit school after third grade, educating his kids was a priority. Jimmy graduated high school and enrolled at West Texas State as an agriculture major. In the meanwhile, he’d become captivated with rodeo and ranching—Glenda Light was no small influence. During college, Jimmy also apprenticed himself to an experienced cowboy in exchange for tutelage and calf roping time. After five semesters, Jimmy left school. He made his living ranching, working at a poultry plant, and giving private roping lessons to kids, in a region where rodeo is as much of a legitimate youth competitive sport as baseball or even football. In his spare time, Jimmy competed in amateur and then pro rodeos. He became one of the few successful left-handed ropers on the circuit—given the setup at most rodeo arenas, it was a handicap and a lifelong disappointment. Had he been right-handed, Jimmy Brazile says, his life may have been very different: he may have been a champion himself.

 A few years later, Glenda Light graduated from West Texas with a teaching degree; the pair married and moved to Gruver, a dusty town of 1,100 souls in the Texas Panhandle, about a dozen miles south of Oklahoma. The couple was employed by a family that owned a ranch and feed lot. Glenda and Jimmy lived in a little house on the property. They worked side by side on horseback doing chores; part of their responsibilities included coaching the family’s kids in roping and riding.

 Trevor came along in 1976. With a partner, Jimmy and Glenda soon opened a feed lot of their own. It was flat country with hardly a shade tree in sight. The little family lived on the premises, which held about 10,000 head of cattle, brought to the lot to be fattened on corn and milo about 90 days before slaughter.

 “Even blindfolded, you couldn’t mistake the smell of a couple thousand steers,” Brazile remembers. “Their constant bawling sounded like a swarm of bees.”

 “If somebody ever said something about the smell,” Jimmy says, “I told ‘em: ‘It smells like money to me.’”

 In time, the family left the feedlot business and moved south to Krum, north of Dallas. Jimmy went to work for Peterbilt. Glenda found work as a schoolteacher and coach. From the beginning Trevor never wanted to do anything but rope and ride. (His father made sure he was right-hand dominant.) By age 11, Brazile was competing in local and regional rodeos. He clearly had a rare talent.

 “He’d win all the year-end saddles,” Jimmy says. “Most of the time he’d win his age group a year or two before he hit the top age limit. He won ‘12 & Under’ at age 10, ‘15 & Under’ at 13, and same with the 16-19 age group. He’d just dominate each age group as he went along and win the title every year.”

 Brazile played some baseball in middle school; Jimmy remembers rushing back from a rodeo so Trevor could pitch. In high school, Brazile was a guard on a perennially good basketball team at Krum High School (Bobcats), the only freshman to make varsity. When the coach told Brazile he needed to devote more time to basketball or choose between the sports, the boy was torn. “He said, ‘Dad, I don’t know what to do,’ Jimmy remembers. “When I’m playing basketball, I feel like should be roping, and when I’m roping, I feel like I should be playing basketball.’” Before long he made his choice. Basketball never had a chance.

 As a teenager, to help finance his competition and travel, Trevor broke riding horses and trained barrel racers for pay. He took out bank loans (co-signed by his maternal granddad) to buy calves for roping practice, which he then raised for sale for a profit. He also sold the saddles he won in competitions. “I probably won 70 or 80 over time,” Brazile says. “I hated to let them go, but I couldn’t afford to be sentimental.” Today he has a large collection of prize saddles in a display in his family living room.

 When Brazile was 12, his parents split. Glenda remembers: “One time, he came to me and said, ‘Mom don’t ever make me choose between the two of you.’ I told him, ‘Trevor you know you can go to your Dad’s any time you want.’” Through the ensuing years, parental time was divided evenly; like any youth sports family, his parents took turns driving him to rodeos, depending upon their work schedules. Meanwhile Brazile roped with his dad every day after school; he remained close with both parents.

 When Brazile was 15, the great Roy Cooper, known as the Super Looper, told his pal Jimmy to send his boy to one of his roping clinics, held at his ranch in the panhandle town of Childress, Texas. Brazile’s talent was immediately obvious. From day one, a relationship blossomed between Brazile and the old pro. Later, when Trevor was a freshman on a rodeo scholarship at Vernon Regional Junior College, about an hour east of Roy’s place, he spent all of his free time at the ranch.

 “I remember Trevor being like 19, and he’d come down to my arena and he’d be like, ‘What are you going to work on today?’” Roy says. “He was so interested and asked so many questions. I knew back then he had what it took. He practiced all day, every day.”

***

While Brazile was training with Roy Cooper, he was also developing a relationship with Roy’s stepdaughter, Shada, and Roy and Shari Smith Cooper’s two sons, Tuf and Clif.

 Shari Smith Cooper was born to a banker and his wife—a crafty businesswoman who owned restaurants, a bridal shop, and other businesses. The family also lived in the Panhandle, on a ranch outside Childress, the reason Roy had bought there, of course.

 Shari’s dad, Clifton Dale Smith, was also a part-time rodeo roper. Clifton had twice been to the NFR. “He never won a world championship, but he was good,” Shari says. Together with her parents and her siblings—Suzy, Sealy, Smitty, and Stran—the family would pile into the car and drive to rodeos, pulling a horse trailer behind. (Brother Stran would become an NFR world champion tie-down roper in 2008.) Shari remembers loving the travel, the excitement, the new faces and places.

 “I always wanted to be on the road, I always wanted to be traveling,” says Shari, an accomplished businesswoman who acts as Tuf’s manager—and travels frequently to rodeos and vacation spots with all of her kids and grandkids. “I never wanted to go home. I would watch out the window and know we were getting closer and closer to home, and I would just remember thinking, ‘Slow down, don’t get there, I don’t wanna get there yet.’”

 Shada is the daughter of Shari’s first husband, Steve Norris; Shari married Norris when the two ran away to Vegas on a lark. Norris was the grandson of a woman who’d inherited an oil concern called the Texas Company, later to become petroleum giant Texaco. She had inherited the company from her uncle, John Warner “Bet-a-Million” Gates, a fascinating Gilded Age industrialist who was an early pioneer of the use of barbed wire and a president of Republic Steel.

 After the breakup with Norris, Sheri and Shada moved back to the Smith ranch in Childress. “We grew up racing horses bareback like wild Indians. Just crazy stuff,” Shada says. “I was a daredevil, which is what you have to be to barrel race. I look back now and I’m like: I would not let my kids do that! I remember once I fell off my horse and rolled over a cactus. My mom had to use tweezers to get out all those little prickly pear thorns. That hurt!”

 Later, after a brief second marriage and sojourn in Los Angeles, the vivacious Shari met Roy Cooper at her mom’s restaurant in Childress. A romance bloomed. The couple was married in 1987. Shada was 6 at the time. Clif came along the following year, Tuf two years later in 1990.

 “Shada has always been an overachiever on everything she’s ever done,” Shari says. “Monday, she went to tap class. Tuesday, she went to piano lessons, Wednesday she went to gymnastics. Thursday, she went to ice skating lessons. Friday, she went to ballet and modern dance—that’s what she liked to do. She was always busy.” Later she played basketball and cheered for Childress High School—also named the Bobcats, like Brazil’s high school.

 “She graduated from high school in three years because she didn’t want to waste any time,” Shari says. “She never wastes time, even today, she’s a whirlwind. She graduated from college (Texas Tech University) in three and a half years, too.”

 When Clif and then Tuf were born to Shari and Roy, “Shada acted like the boys were her own babies,” Shari says. “She fed them and gave them baths. She never thinks of them as her half-brothers. To her there’s no doubt they are her full-fledged brothers she helped raise.”

 “Growing up, I was so happy,” Shada says. “But really, there were some problems between my Mom and Roy. Even though they hid it from me really well, I knew. I just kept busy, you know? I wasn’t there to see any strife. I was either doing my homework or playing with my brothers or playing outside. Later, when I was 16 and I decided I wanted to rodeo, Roy bought me my first barrel horse. It was a nice horse, a really good horse, and probably expensive. He was always very good to me. And kind. Roy took me to my first little junior rodeo and I won on that horse, and then I had a good college career on him, too.”

 Shada and Trevor had their first real date when Trevor was a freshman on a rodeo scholarship at Vernon, about an hour east of Childress. A high school junior, Shada might have been a tad young for a college boy. They took it slow but never wavered. As time went on, Brazile found himself becoming close to the whole Cooper clan.

 “My first memory of Trevor is when he brought me and my brother a bow and arrow,” Tuf Cooper says. “I was probably 6 or 7. I guess he was trying to get in with the little brothers right off the bat.”

 Brazile went on to West Texas A&M University, but left in 1996, before graduating, to turn pro and join the PRCA. He moved into an apartment on Roy’s ranch. During weekdays, when Shada was off at college on a barrel racing scholarship, Brazile would live in the house with Roy, Shari, and their two boys. Other times, Brazile and Roy traveled together to rodeos.

 “Trevor was so sweet to the boys,” Shari says. “They played Lego like crazy, oh my gosh, they built stuff all over the house. They’d play guns, cowboys and Indians, baseball and basketball or football—they’d play and tackle or they’d wrestle, everything boys do. Then they would tie and rope and ride horses. Trevor became part of the family.”

 Clif and Tuf were 12 and 14 when their parents broke up, mostly due to Roy’s hard-partying ways. That same year, 2001, Shada and Brazile were married.

 “A divorce is a rough time in a family’s life,” Tuf says. “The care Trevor and my sister had for me and my brother made a huge impact. Trevor really guided me to do the right things. He didn’t allow me to go and screw up and do something extreme. I don’t remember a life without Trevor. I don’t remember him not being there for me.”

 The following year, Brazile won his first all-around championship, followed in the next two years by his second and third. After narrowly missing in 2005, he won the next ten in a row.

***

For two weeks every December, when the rodeo is in town, Las Vegas becomes a celebration of all things Western—even the huge golden lion in the lobby of the MGM Grand is wearing a Texas-size cowboy hat.

 Dubbed the “Super Bowl of Rodeo” by the local newspaper, the Wrangler NFR is really more like Mardi Gras—instead of one game, the competition spans ten performances over ten nights. The NFR brings together, in each of its events, the top 15 money winners from the regular season. All of the men and women are fan favorites, the all-stars of their sport. Only six of the usual seven events are featured here—there’s not enough room at Thomas and Mack for steer trippin’.

 Up and down the Strip are bucking bronc and bull sales, barrel riding competitions, cowboy concerts and cowboy comic shows, demonstrations, exhibits and hospitality activities—even a big tent in a parking lot where a rodeo clown competition is happening, with colorfully dressed and made-up clowns vs. bulls in a small ring. (Like the crowd at an auto race waiting for a crash, the expectation in the stands is a few nasty gorings per show.)

 Like the Superbowl or NBA All Star Game, sponsors rule the day—Wrangler, Polaris, Justin, Dodge, and Coors. An affiliation with rodeo is an affiliation with the spirit of the American Western ideal—a largely white, rural and Christian vision of a world where people are homogenous, neighborly, and don’t overshare. They’re tied to the land. Treat animals as a valuable commodity that require care but not equality. Plan to meet again in the afterlife. Use liberally the affirmatives Yes, ma’am and Yes, sir, having grown up under threat of a stiff switch. At the Cowboy Christmas show at the Las Vegas Convention Center, a random rack of bumper stickers, displayed innocuously beside a booth selling knickknacks, provides a decent read on community values: I STAND WITH TRUMP. NO WELFARE FOR ILLEGALS. PETA: PEOPLE EATING TASTY ANIMALS.

 (Interestingly, the largest minority represented appears to be Native Americans, huge fans of pro rodeo, though sparsely represented in rodeo ranks. Most of the men are dressed exactly like every other man in attendance: boots, tight jeans, plaid dress shirt, big silver belt buckle, and a cowboy or trucker hat. So many Indians dressed like cowboys. Nobody pays it any mind.)

 One afternoon, after a meet-and-greet with fans at a hotel off the Strip, Brazile is riding in a hotel limo that has been placed at his disposal. The leather seats in the Bentley motorcar are soft, the color of butter, as is the plush pile carpeting, atop of which are resting his black ostrich boots, complete with working spurs that jingle, jingle, jingle wherever he walks.

 The autograph line at the last event had snaked around a corner. There was a giddy, expectant air among the pilgrims. More than two decades ago, when Brazile first broke in, many of them were children. Now they were bringing their own children to meet him.

 Each fan lingered beyond the time it took for Brazile to scribble his signature, to spend a few moments chatting, to bask in the presence of the King of the Cowboys. It is as if, because they’ve followed him for so long, they feel as though he knows them intimately, too. They speak of a problem training a stubborn horse, a son or daughter’s promising career in junior rodeo, a local connection to a distant family member. Some ask intricate questions about roping or riding or training technique—many are in town to participate in a team-roping competition held jointly at a huge hotel just off the Strip. After each audience came the inevitable selfie. Whole families arranged themselves around him; without prompting, Brazile picked up a sick and snotty toddler and placed him on his knee.

 As required for official events, Brazile is wearing his signature uniform—a black hat and blue jeans and a black shirt embroidered with sponsors’ logos. Traditionally, winners’ purses include swag: finely crafted gold belt buckles, fancy hand-tooled saddles, watches, gun cases, spurs and sculptures. Brazile has won so much stuff during his career he’s given it to a local merchant in Decatur to catalog and enshrine. The belt buckle he’s carefully chosen to wear this week says 2015 World Champion All-Around Cowboy. That was the year he roped Sally, tying an NFR arena record at 6.5 seconds. It was the last championship he won before his decade-long streak came to end.

 After the 2015 NFR Finals, many cowboys’ long-simmering issues with the PRCA—about the brutal travel schedule, threats to eliminate events, and inadequate, non-guaranteed payouts (only winners get the purse, but the PRCA takes a cut)—came to a head when Brazile and a group of 80 top competitors formed a parallel body called Elite Rodeo Athletes, ERA. Shortly thereafter, the PRCA passed bylaws barring ERA cowboys from entering their events, including the NFR. The ERA, in turn, filed an anti-trust suit in federal court.

 When the dust cleared, the ERA cowboys and cowgirls dropped their lawsuit. Brazile, Tuf Cooper, and many others sat out the 2016 season, opting to participate only in the nine, ERA-sanctioned rodeos and a smattering of other independents—none of which qualified them for the NFR Finals, which is by far the most lucrative rodeo in the world. Brazile’s exit from the PCRA also cost him his endorsement deal with Wrangler, the PRCA’s premier sponsor. A successful line of children’s clothing, conceived and run by Shada, became a victim of the fallout as well.

 During his enforced layoff, Brazile says, he found himself with leisure time—something with which he was previously unacquainted. He’s been going hard at rodeo since he was a small child. “It was weird. But also kind of enjoyable. I spent a lot of time going to the batting cage with the kids and working on my 3-point shot,” he says, nodding to the regulation height hoop in the driveway.

 “It was different,” Shada says. “We kind of had a normal schedule like normal people. We went to weddings and birthday parties and stuff we’d always missed. I kinda liked being home. I got used to it. People always used to say to me about our life: ‘I don’t know how you do it.’ I never really understood what they were talking about until the layoff. It was the only life we’d ever known.”

 Returning to competition at the beginning of this 2017 season, Brazile says, “I felt rejuvenated. As much as I’ve invested and loved this sport, a year off gives you that extra oomph. You just crave it that much more.”

 Even so. . . his performance this past year, throughout this 2017 regular season, has been admittedly. . . underwhelming.

 “The rust was pretty thick,” he says as the limo works slowly through the traffic. Every car around us seems to have at least one cowboy hat visible inside the passenger space. “It was the first sub-$500,000 year I’ve had in a long time,” he says candidly. Of the 20 most lucrative years by professional rodeo cowboys, 10 of them belong to Brazile. And all of those are over the half million mark.

 More troubling: Brazile’s earnings from sponsorships far exceed his rodeo earnings. Maintaining his sponsorships means maintaining his performance and visibility. Seemingly nothing he uses on his ranch isn’t supplied for free by some sponsor. Currently, he endorses or licenses hay, feed, saddles and tack, ropes and roping gear, trucks, trailers, customized living quarters in trailers, off-road vehicles, a performance supplement company, the clothes, and more. Winning is necessary to keep the juggernaut afloat. Born poor and lifted by his own bootstraps, Brazile is acutely aware of the value of his name and brand: It’s what enables him to compete more often and, in more events, than other cowboys, and to afford to travel farther to do it.

 “There’s a lot of winning that didn’t get done this year, that normally did,” he says. The way his hat weighs down the tops of his ears, folding them forward a bit, adds a suggestion of youth and earnestness.

 As the limo works its way slowly through the traffic, Brazile looks out the window. In side view, the softening of his jawline is apparent, the workings of time. He doesn’t talk about the nagging injuries. He is not a man to make excuses. Win or go home. That’s how it’s always been.

***

After the rough regular season, Brazile had gone home and trained hard for Vegas. A steady stream of pro cowboys, relatives and competitors alike, came to the ranch to train with him and get in reps.

 Owing to whale sperm injections in his sore right elbow, physical therapy on his sore quad and hamstring—not to mention a steady, well-monitored, low-carb diet and the balm of being home with his family—Brazile had come into the ten days of the NFR feeling as healthy and well-oiled as he had all year. “I was finally feeling like myself again,” he says.

 The first night in Vegas, he looked like his old self, tying for second place (7.9 seconds).

 In round two, he was first (7.4).

 In round three, he was third (7.3).

 At that point, the King of the Cowboys was leading the all-around earnings in his event with $313,837. And he was leading for lowest average time in the event, which pays another $67,000 at the end of the meet and counts toward the
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