
by Brenda Shoss
Dawn’s light swept the rocky divide as horse and man moved in smooth
cadence. With gunslinger’s grit, he defended woman, child and cow from
gnarly no-goods. This cowboy of America’s Wild West...

Cut. This guy never existed. Hollywood crafted John Wayne, Roy Rogers
and Gene Autry as fast-drawing heroes with hearts of gold. “Much as min-
strel shows reinvented slaves as happy-go-lucky banjo-pickers, cowboy
movies reinvented cowboys as guitar-twanging knights errants,” writes
Merritt Clifton, editor of Animal People, in his essay “The Cowboys.”

Orphans, immigrants and former slaves populated early cowboyland, claims
Clifton and historical authors Mark Twain, Jack London and Joaquin Miller. As
frontiers forged West, so did adolescent drifters who were bought and sold for
cheap labor and sexual exploitation. “They most definitely were not rodeo-rid-
ers, nor rodeo fans, nor people who glorified the cowboy life if they were able
to escape it,” Clifton asserts. After Hollywood concocted the celluloid cowboy,
rodeo spread beyond its lower-class Spanish cultural roots across the West.

The Humane Society of the U.S. condemns rodeos as sham “rough and tough
exercises of human skill and courage in conquering the fierce, untamed
beasts of the Wild West.” In reality, handlers antagonize tame animals with
electric prods, straps, spurs and tail twisting. Veterinarians (when present)
don’t intervene once a deliberately agitated animal is released into the ring.
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On July 24-30, 2006, the National High School Rodeo Association (NHSRA)
returned to Springfield, IL for its finals rodeo. So did Steve Hindi, founder
of Showing Animals Respect and Kindness (SHARK). At NHSRA’s 2001
finals, Hindi documented unconscious horses, lame steers, and calves tor-
mented at rehearsals. “Without the noise of the crowd and the announcer
you can actually hear the calves' bodies slamming on the ground, and
their choking and coughing after being clotheslined,” Hindi says.

NHSRA lost major sponsor Choice Hotels in April 2007. But handlers still
electrically shock and spike animals with sharp implements to coax a
“good show.” In 2006, reporter Bruce Rushton exposed rodeo brutality in
the State Journal-Register, prompting an Illinois Department of Agriculture
probe that uncovered violations of state law and rodeo rules.

Hindi’s 2001 footage of shock prod overuse swayed rodeo organizers to install
a limited-use rule. Still, cowboys want to perpetuate the myth. Kent Sturman,


