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INTRODUCTION
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Eight Seconds

IT COMES DOWN to this. All the work, all the dreams, all the sweat, tears, blood, mud, fear, doubt, sacrifices, and victories boil down to this one moment in this dirt-filled arena. Everything I’ve dreamed of, everything I’ve worked for my entire life, comes down to these final eight seconds, which is how long I hope to stay on the back of a 2,200-pound brindle called Hard Copy.

I don’t know much about him, but I’ve never known much about the bulls I ride until I’m sitting on their back. In my mind, too much information about roughstock is counterproductive. Over the years I’ve seen bull riders study the tendencies of the animals they draw, but it can backfire. The minute you think you can outsmart a bull and anticipate what he’s going to do is the minute you get driven into the ground like a dart. The best bulls in rodeo are unpredictable. Trying to outsmart them can lead cowboys to outsmart themselves. The only things I know about Hard Copy are that he is owned by Harper and Morgan, that he isn’t successfully ridden very often, and that he is enormous. This bull is so big his hindquarters won’t fit in the seven-foot-long chute.

The gate men can’t close the slide gate behind him, so they tie a rope behind his haunches. He doesn’t put up too much of a fuss, but that’s because nobody’s sitting on his back yet. The fuss will come later. Hard Copy is a tough draw.

I know one more thing: Hard Copy is the only thing standing between me and a record-breaking seventh all-around cowboy world championship, a goal I’ve been working toward my whole life.

Most people aren’t fortunate (or some would say cursed) enough to have their life’s work come down to a single, defining moment. It’s a rare occurrence when a lawyer, banker, artist, or minister can point to one moment and say, “That’s the instant that defined everything I’ve worked for.” A lot of people can look back and point to this moment or that as a time that changed their life, but to have your defining moment in front of you for all the world to see, and to know the importance of that moment ahead of time, is something few people experience. It’s even rare among athletes. Every kid who’s ever picked up a basketball dreams of sinking the game-winning three-pointer in the seventh game of the NBA Finals, but few of the greatest NBA players get that chance. Any kicker who straps on a pair of shoulder pads dreams of booting the last-second field goal to win the Super Bowl, but you can count the number who have actually done it on one hand. Junior golfers spend hours on the practice green telling themselves, “This putt is to win the U.S. Open,” but not many will realize that dream.

I’m fortunate, not cursed. My moment is right in front of me.

Sitting in the locker room at the Thomas and Mack Center at UNLV, home of the Runnin’ Rebels, I take a small wire brush and run it up and down that part of my bull rope that has turned gray from all the rosin I’ve applied throughout the year. I rub with just enough pressure to remove the excess rosin without fraying the rope, just as I’ve done thousands of times before. Then I crush a few rocks of rosin in the palm of my riding glove and rub it onto the top and the bottom of the worn leather-laced handle, as well as along that section of rope I know I will be holding when the gate opens and Hard Copy tries to throw me into the first row of seats. It’s always the same routine, nothing fancy, nothing different. I’ve ridden plenty of tough bulls in my life. I won’t let the importance of the situation force a change in my routine.

I take a couple of deep breaths as I work the rosin into the rope, careful as always not to get any of the sticky stuff on the wear strip. This is my seventh trip to the Professional Rodeo Cowboys Association (PRCA) national finals in Las Vegas. The previous times I’ve walked away with the all-around world championship buckle. I’m as comfortable in these surroundings as anyone could be, but this time things are different. Unlike other years, when I’ve walked away with the title by a mile, this one is close. Herbert Theriot, who competes in calf roping and bulldogging, is on a heck of a run. I don’t know exactly where he stands—I never watch the points too closely, figuring that if I do my best on every ride, the scores will take care of themselves—but I know this is as close as any championship has been in a number of years. If I’m going to become the first cowboy in history to win seven all-around world titles, I have to bear down. I have to ride this bull.

Another breath, in through the nose, out through the mouth … whew. I lean down and tighten the straps of my bull riding spurs. Then I take out a roll of athletic tape and wrap a strip snuggly around my wrist. I rip off several small strips of tape with my teeth and run them between my fingers, covering the calluses that have replaced most of the skin on my right hand. Another strip around my wrist and more tape around my knuckles and I’m almost ready.

The crowd noise rumbles through the corridors. It’s certainly louder than I remember from years past. Twenty thousand people can shake the rafters when they want to. Maybe it’s the drama of the moment, the closeness of the competition, or that this is the tenth and final round of the biggest rodeo in the world.

I’m happy to have the crowd noise as a distraction. I can’t think about the number of times I’ve dreamed of this moment. I can’t let my mind wander to the thousands of rides I’ve made in preparation for this night, and I can’t think about the endless hours I’ve spent on a mechanical bull in my parents’ backyard envisioning this ride. I sure as hell can’t let myself think back to Mrs. Simmons’s fifth-grade class, even though I’ve been asked about it a zillion times throughout my career.

Mrs. Simmons, a nice lady who did her best to teach a bunch of rowdy ten-year-olds to think creatively and write coherently, had asked us all to write a paper answering the question: “If you could do anything in your life, what would it be?” Most of my classmates wrote lengthy papers on being astronauts, secret agents, doctors, lawyers, and firemen. My answer was short and to the point: “I want to beat Larry Mahan’s record.” Larry was the greatest rodeo cowboy in history, my idol, a man who had won six world all-around championships. Now, fifteen years after writing that one-line essay, I am gunning for a record-breaking seventh all-around title.

I have to stay focused. Bulls don’t know jack about records, and they don’t care. Hard Copy doesn’t know me; he doesn’t know the situation, and even if he did, it doesn’t matter. All he wants to do is throw me off his back. All I need to do is stay on him for eight of the longest seconds in sports.

With my glove in my back pocket and the small leather thong I use to tie the glove in place draped around my neck, I walk out of the locker room, down the corridor where Jerry Tarkanian’s Rebels made many a championship trip, and up the small stairway onto the platform behind the chutes. I am the last rider, so I still have a little time.

Hard Copy is already in the chute, or as close as he can get given his size. Anybody who has never been around the sport would think we have a rhinoceros in here. As always, I climb onto the slats and place the sole of my right boot on the bull’s back just to let him know I’m here. Hard Copy snorts and bristles, which is what I expect. I slowly climb over so my feet are on each side of the three-and-a-half-foot-wide chute.

I’m always careful to keep my boots running straight down the slats so my spurs are pointing behind me, but I pay extra attention to my feet today. This bull takes up every inch of the chute, and I don’t want my spurs accidentally grabbing him. I also don’t want to injure myself before getting out of the chute. With my feet running parallel to the bull’s body, I don’t have to worry about him moving in the chute and tearing up my ankle.

Once in position, I slowly lower myself onto Hard Copy’s back with my feet still on the slats. I keep my knees bent and back straight just in case Hard Copy objects to my presence and tries to throw me forward in the chute. Slowly and precisely, I drop the loop of my bull rope down the left side of the bull while Chad Klein, my good friend and traveling partner, grabs the loop with a hook and pulls it underneath Hard Copy’s thick underside. When I can see that the rope isn’t twisted, I grab the loop and pull the tail through it. Then I adjust the rope so the handle is topside and the two cowbells are dangling on the underside of the bull’s big belly. Once the rope is in place, I tie it off and slowly stand. Hard Copy has cooperated so far.

I climb out of the chute and slowly roll my head from side to side to loosen the muscles in my neck and upper back while shaking my hands and arms to stay relaxed. Over the years I’ve learned to control my nerves by never allowing myself to be distracted. It took a few years and a few bad rides when I was under pressure, but I finally realized that the only moment I control is the one happening right now. A second ago is gone forever, and a second from now I have no idea what’s coming, so there is never a reason to get ahead of myself. Nervousness creates tension, which slows reaction times. That’s why I’ve worked from an early age at staying in the moment, not letting anything distract me from the present.

Sure, I have butterflies. Everybody does. But I want to use the butterflies to my advantage; to focus on the bull and the ride, and to stay as relaxed as possible.

In a small area behind the chutes I bend over and grab my ankles, stretching my hamstrings one final time. Then I cross my legs and lean into a hip-flexor stretch. Finally, I spread my legs wide and shift my weight from side to side to stretch my groin, the same routine I’ve gone through my whole career. Stretching gets my blood flowing and keeps me calm.

“Two more riders,” the chute boss shouts. We’re down to the last three riders, two more, then me. It’s time to get my motor running.

I put on my glove and tie it to my wrist with the leather thong that I’ve been carrying around my neck. I don’t watch the riders ahead of me. When the bull just ahead of me leaves the chute, I climb back into my chute and put my boot back on Hard Copy’s back, another reminder that I’m still around. I sit on him with my feet on the slats, just as I did a few moments before. Then I hand the tail of my rope to Chad so I can adjust my handle, centering it right behind Hard Copy’s shoulder blades. I check the position of the bells. Only a few seconds left. This is it.

At this point a wave of calm passes over me. I’ve gone through this routine tens of thousands of times in my life and millions of times in my mind. Now it’s time to do what I know best.

I place my gloved right hand in the handle so my pinky is running down Hard Copy’s spine, just where I want it. Then Chad pulls my rope tight. I take the rope, wrap it into my gloved hand, and slide my crotch forward until I’m almost sitting on my hand. With everything in place, I take one last deep breath and nod.

Bulls can come out of the chute a hundred different ways, so I always try to remain as upright and neutral as possible in that first critical second. This is no exception. When Hard Copy commits out of the gate, I take hold with my spurs.

He leaps forward and up with the force of a small explosion, thrusting his back legs up and out. He’s “droppy,” a bull that kicks while his front feet are still off the ground. I counter by adjusting my free arm, leaning forward, then quickly leaning back as the bull dips and noses in an attempt to throw me.

Two seconds.

Hard Copy’s force and strength doesn’t surprise me, but his agility when he changes directions is impressive for a bull this big. I sense him changing leads, which gives me a millisecond’s advantage, just enough time to react.

Three seconds … four.

I’m as relaxed as I’ve ever been on an animal, reacting to each move as if we had choreographed this and practiced it ahead of time. Every move he makes, I make a perfect countermove. He spins left and I shift my center of gravity. He looks right and I adjust. You couldn’t blow me off this bull with a cannon.

Five seconds.

The crowd is screaming, but I don’t hear anything, not the sound of my own breath, and not the thuds every time Hard Copy hits the ground. All I’m waiting on is the horn at the end of my eight seconds.

Six seconds … seven.

I keep my feet heavy and low on a bull with my weight centered in my thighs and groin. From this position I can stay in control.

In the final moments, Hard Copy leaps straight up and throws his head back in a last-ditch effort to shake me. But I’m on for the duration, and both of us know it.

Eight seconds!

The horn sounds like a thousand trumpets when it goes off. I’ve done it! I’ve hit the buzzer-beater, kicked the last-second field goal, drained the breaking twenty-footer for a birdie on the last hole, hit the game-winning grand slam. I’ve ridden the ride I needed. My lifelong dream has finally come true.

When Hard Copy pitches to the left, I reach down with my free hand, grab the end of my rope, pull my wrap, lean forward, and wait for him to peak. When his back legs kick, I release the rope with both hands as I let the bull’s momentum throw me clear on his right side. I stick my landing, bending my knees to absorb the shock and crouching to insure that Hard Copy doesn’t kick me as he passes.

In the next second, the sounds of the crowd return and I hear and see twenty thousand people standing and cheering. It’s the greatest sound I’ve ever heard. While I’m not one for postride celebrations, I can’t help standing in that arena a few extra seconds with my fists in the air.

Then I trot off toward the gate. A crowd of familiar faces waits to greet me outside the arena. At the front of the line, ahead of my friends, fellow riders, and the media, is a person I never expected to see, especially not on this night.

Larry Mahan extends his hand to me. “Congratulations, Ty,” says the man whose record I’ve just broken. “I’ve known for a lot of years that this night was coming. I’m just glad I could be here to see it.”

I’m glad too. It has been a long, tough road, sometimes tougher than I thought I could handle, but I’ve finally done it.

“I don’t know what to say, Larry,” I tell him. “Thanks for being here.”

“I wouldn’t have missed it for the world,” he says.

That makes two of us.

KING OF THE COWBOYS




1
The Cowboy Way


“ SO ,” HE SAID , “why do you do it?”

I’ve been giving interviews most of my life, so this one was nothing unusual. We were outside the locker room at a Professional Bull Riders (PBR) event sitting on a stack of portable seats, the kind you’d find on an arena floor during a concert. The reporter asked some intelligent questions—it’s always nicer when these guys have done their homework—but after a few minutes he asked that question, the one I’d heard more than any other since I’d begun riding.

The people who ask that question are always sincere. After several thousand interviews I expect it. But I still have a hard time answering it, not because I don’t know why I’m a cowboy, but because the concept of the cowboy way is so foreign to some people that I have a hard time boiling it down to a simple sound bite.

“I’m a cowboy because I’ve always been a cowboy,” I said to this reporter. It was the umpteenth time I’d used that line, but I wasn’t sure my media buddies got it. “I was born to it.”

The reporter’s eyes glazed over, and I knew I needed to do a better job of explaining myself. As far as I was concerned, asking a cowboy why he’s a cowboy is like asking a Frenchman why he’s French. Still, I needed to give it another shot.

“A cowboy is a cowboy no matter how he makes his liv-ing,” I said. “Not all of us wear chaps and hats. You’ll find plenty of cowboys wearing Brooks Brothers’ suits on Wall Street, or playing in the NFL. Those real estate developers who borrow millions to build big office towers, a lot of them are cowboys. The cowboy way is about how you approach things, whether you’re talking about a businessman, an artist, or a housewife. Being a cowboy is in your DNA. You either have it or you don’t.”

I still wasn’t sure I was getting through to this reporter, so I tried another tack. “Look. When I won my first all-around championship, I was twenty years old. Almost every reporter asked me if I was surprised by how well I’d done so early in my career. That seemed funny to me. They asked it as if I just woke up one morning and found a gold buckle on my belt. I’d been working to win that first all-around championship since I was two years old.

“Being a cowboy was never a conscious choice. I never considered doing anything in life other than rodeo.

“Why do I do it? From the time I was old enough to walk I’ve always known where I wanted to go with my life, and I grew up in an environment where if I worked my butt off every day, I knew I would get there.

“I do it because it’s all I’ve ever wanted, and all I’ve ever known. Not a lot of people can say that.”



MY COWBOY GENES run deep. Riding and ranching have been my family’s trade for almost a century, and our history mirrors the history of rodeo itself. Near the turn of the millennium I was given the nickname “the king of the cowboys,” but at the turn of the last century, members of my father’s family were blazing trails that make my life look tame by comparison.

The Miller Brothers’ 101 Ranch, which at its peak was the largest working ranch in America, encompassed 110,000 acres near the town of Ponca City in northern Oklahoma between Oklahoma City and Wichita, Kansas. According to one of the brochures the Millers printed in 1910, “The 101 Ranch is the wonderspot and showplace of all the great southwest. Here is ranching in all its old-time picturesque-ness. Here are the thousands of cattle and horses, the unblocked trails and cattle pastures, the unchanged cowboys and the Wild West cowgirls, the round-up camps, the corrals, and many tribes of primitive Indians living undisturbed in wigwam, lodge, and rough house.”

The Millers also raised buffalo, ostriches, camels, elephants, sea turtles, and poultry. They grew wheat, apples, peaches, grapes, cherries, corn, potatoes, and oats. The ranch had its own oil wells that pumped fuel to run its vehicles, which included its own fleet of trains with 150 freight cars and Pullmans. They had their own bank with their own 101 Ranch currency called Miller Script, which could be spent at a general store with a tame black bear chained to the hitching post out front. The store advertised everything “from a needle to a Ford,” but the bear was particularly fond of soda pop. Miller Script became so popular that it was accepted within a hundred-mile radius of the ranch (and was not infrequently used to pay off gambling debts).

The spread was so large it had its own power plant, oil refinery, phone system, post office, school, tannery, ice plant, laundry, saloon, café, woodworking shop, packing plant, cannery, and dude ranch. It also had some of the greatest and some of the most notorious cowboys in history working as hands.

George Washington Miller (the founder of the 101 and father of the brothers George, Joe, and Zack) had been through his share of scuffs with the law, a tradition he passed on to his sons. Joe was a convicted felon, and all the brothers were linked at one time or another to questionable activities. It shouldn’t have surprised anyone that the Millers didn’t check the backgrounds of their hands. Some of the cooks, cowhands, wranglers, and roustabouts were thieves, rustlers, and cold-blooded killers. But the Millers never seemed to mind. As long as you were a tough cowboy willing to work, you were welcome at the 101.

Ranching was a profitable business, but the brothers saw other opportunities. With the invention of the automobile, the Wright brothers’ breakthrough at Kitty Hawk, the completion of the cross-country railroad, and the industrial revolution in high gear, a lot of Americans longed for a reminder of the old West. The Millers happily obliged. With so many great frontiersmen working and living on the ranch, Joe, George, and Zack began producing the 101 Ranch Wild West Show, a riding, roping, steer-wrestling, and trick-shooting extravaganza. The show was a big hit. Teddy Roosevelt came to the 101 to see it. So did John D. Rockefeller, William Randolph Hearst, General John Persh-ing, and Admiral Richard Byrd, who toured the ranch on an elephant not long after returning from the north pole.

These famous visitors and thousands of others like them paid to see the cowboys at the 101 do what they’d been doing in their spare time for free. After a day of working cattle, groups of hands would gather by the Salt Fork River and entertain themselves by riding bulls and broncs and wrestling steers. One of the most famous of these cowboys, a black man named Bill Pickett, got so mad at an uncooperative steer one day he jumped off his horse and bit the steer on the nose, holding on with his teeth like a bulldog. From that day forward Bill Pickett was considered the father of bulldogging.

It seemed odd to the cowboys that folks would pay to see them ride, rope, and shoot, but they weren’t complaining. Bill Pickett became a star showman, one of the main attractions. The show got so popular that the Millers took it on the road, traveling from New York to California with cowboys, Indians, cattle, and horses in tow. When Hollywood started producing moving pictures with cowboys and Indians, the 101 provided the talent.

Just before the Christmas of 1911 the citizens of Venice, California, woke up to a surprise when they looked out their windows. There, perched on Venice Pier, were one hundred Ponca Indians with their tepees. The Indians, along with seventy-five cowboys and twenty-five cowgirls, were in town to film a movie, even though none of the participants had ever seen a moving picture show. But the new actors didn’t stay ignorant very long. Hollywood silentmovie stars such as Tom Mix, Buck Jones, Hoot Gibson, and William Eagleshirt got their start as hands on the 101, and as performers in the Wild West Show.

The movies netted the Millers a fortune, but it was the live performances that drew the biggest crowds. In a 1929 Time magazine article, the show the Millers had created was described as “the incarnation of that vanished West in which cowboys had not become associated with drugstores and Indians were not graduates of Carlisle. Begun informally, casually, when the Millers permitted some of their cowboys to perform at a local fair, the 101 Ranch Show grew into a circus that netted the Millers a million dollars a year. Sideshows it had, and freaks, and many a Bearded Lady and Human Skeleton. But it was essentially a Wild West Show, with buffaloes and cattle, cowmen and cowgirls, pistols and scalping knives, and the sure-fire big scene of the Attack on the Stage Coach, with round-eyed, heart-pounding spectators writhing on the edges of pine-board seats.” Little did the Millers know they had created what would become the modern rodeo, an American tradition that would outlast them all.

Buffalo Bill Cody rode in the 101 Show. So did a young Will Rogers, who did rope tricks on horseback. The U.S. army even allowed its most famous POW, the Apache chief Geronimo, to ride, shoot, and skin a buffalo in the 101 Show for the entertainment of the fans.

Among those who performed regularly were a group of cowboys known as the Schultz brothers. There were seven of them: Walter, Guy, Clarence, Troy, Will, Grover, and Floyd. Guy wrangled with Bill Pickett, rode broncs, and bulldogged buffalo. As part of the show he would jump from the running board of a Ford to bulldog a steer or a buffalo. He also rode the Hall of Fame bronc Midnight. Along with his brother Floyd, the two Schultzes were considered the best wild-horse racers and relay racers of their day. They were also great cowboys, something they never forgot even as they were traveling the countryside performing.

Guy was billed as a “champion bronc buster,” and he toured Chicago, Detroit, New York, and Cleveland riding bareback and saddle broncs for folks who’d never seen a real cowboy. In the summer of 1915, Guy toured the country with boxing champion Jess “the Great White Hope” Willard, who had won the heavyweight title by knocking out Jack Johnson in the twenty-sixth round of a fight in Havana, Cuba. Willard joined the show and was billed as “a cowboy from Kansas,” even though he was a boxer first and a cowboy second.

Walter Schultz was a well-known mugger on the ranch. In those days there were no bucking chutes, so the mugger’s job was to hold the bronc while the cowboy got on him. It was a tough job for a serious cowboy, and Walter fit that bill. While his brothers traveled, he stayed on the ranch, which suited him better. A young Potawatomi Indian girl had caught his eye, and Walter wasn’t too interested in hitting the trail, even if it was for places like Chicago and Hollywood.

When the girl, named Josephine Papan, turned fourteen, Walter married her and moved her into his tent along the banks of the Salt Fork River. Life was hard, but simple. Walter continued to work as a mugger, while Josephine strung trotline across the river, sometimes catching catfish that weighed over a hundred pounds. She would string the fish up from a nearby tree and clean them like you would skin a buck. They bathed and drank from the river and cooked on an open fire. For the Schultzes, the Wild West wasn’t something you had to see in a show. It was the way they lived every day. In time they had a daughter they named Georgia. And Georgia is my grandmother.

My great-grandfather and his brothers were the original rodeo cowboys before anyone knew what a rodeo was. By 1932, the Millers were mired in financial problems brought on by the Great Depression. People were struggling to feed their families. Entertainment luxuries like Wild West shows were well down on most folk’s priority list, so the ranch was no longer profitable. That same year Bill Pickett died of his injuries on the ranch when a bronc kicked him in the head. Later, with the debts mounting and the Depression raging, the great 101 Ranch went bankrupt. Now all that’s left are photos, a few scattered buildings, Pickett’s grave, and a cowboy legacy that has touched every one of us.

Georgia Schultz, my grandmother, grew up and married Harold Murray, my grandpa. In 1941 they had a son they named Butch. He is my dad.



DAD NEVER LIVED on the 101, or The One, as the hands called it, but he grew up with the same cowboy values that his grandpa and great-uncles had learned on the ranch. When Dad was nine years old, his grandpa Walter and his great-uncle Guy took him out on a broncy colt. As Dad was getting the colt broke, a school bus full of football players rode by. The kids, being too full of themselves for their own good, started beating their hands on the side of the bus trying to spook the colt.

“Hey. You boys cut that out,” Walter shouted.

All of a sudden the bus slid to a halt on the gravel road and the football team came filing off. It seemed the coach had told his team to go teach those two old men a lesson. They might have succeeded if it hadn’t been for Walter’s loyal old dog named Jim. According to my dad, “All he had to do was say, ‘Get ’em, Jim,’ and the dog would latch onto an arm and drag one of them off.” The two aging, gray-haired ranch hands (with the help of Jim the dog) whipped an entire football team that afternoon. Nobody ever messed with the old men again.

Two years later at the ripe old age of eleven, Dad began work as Walter’s free jockey, riding in match races in Oklahoma and Texas. Once again Walter was there, toughening him up every step of the way. “He had me riding racehorses without touching the reins,” Dad said. “That’ll sober you up pretty quick, especially when you’re eleven years old and going thirty-five to forty miles an hour on a horse. But I figured the hurting I’d get from falling off was less than what I’d get from him if I touched those reins.”

Dad’s not a big man, but by the time he was a teenager he was too big to ride racehorses. That’s when he started breaking colts for a living, honing the horseman skills he would use for the rest of his life. By the time he was twenty, Dad was breaking fifty horses a year, working all week in the breaking pen and riding in rodeos on the weekends. He loved to compete in rodeos, even though he spent all week breaking horses. Horses were his life, and his passion. He loved them more than anything, with one exception.

Three days after Joy Myers turned eighteen, Butch Murray married her. Mom knew what she was getting into when she married a cowboy. She was a two-time world champion girls bull rider in the Little Britches Rodeo. In fact, she won the National Little Britches all-around title thirty years to the day before I won it. She also came from a great rodeo family. Her brother, my uncle Butch Myers, was a world champion steer wrestler.

Mom and Dad moved to Arizona, where Dad gained a good reputation for being able to break the toughest colts. Owners would send colts in by the truckload, because they knew Dad was the best. He worked from dawn till dusk every day, always giving it everything he had. There was no other way, because if you weren’t giving it your all in the breaking pen, you were crazy and soon to be laid up with an injury. This was not a job where you could ever mail it in. But it would never have occurred to Dad to give anything other than all he had, whether he was working in the breaking pen or rodeoing on the weekends. That right there was the cowboy way. It was a lesson he had learned by watching his grandpa and his great-uncles, and one I learned by watching him.

The family home in Glendale, Arizona, was a singlewide trailer with corrals, a breaking bin, and an arena out back. In the summer, Dad and Mom would move to an old adobe house on a ranch in Peña Blanca, New Mexico. Dad worked as race starter at The Downs at Santa Fe, Ruidoso Downs, The Downs at Albuquerque, and the Albuquerque State Fair.

Mom rode horses every day until 1962, when she discovered she was pregnant. My sister Kim was born that year, and a year later they had my other sister, Kerri.

I came along in October of 1969. If there were any doubts that I’d been born a cowboy, they were removed when my parents took me home from the hospital wearing a diaper, a T-shirt, a blanket, and a pair of cowboy boots. Two days out of the womb and I was ready to ride.



BECAUSE I ACHIEVED so much success at such an early age, questions have come up about my parents. Did they push me? Were they overbearing? When they realized I had a talent, did they turn into stage parents? The questions are natural given some of the horror stories I’ve read and heard about with other athletes in other sports. But in my case the questions are almost funny. My parents never pushed me toward rodeo a day in my life. They never had to. If anything, they had to make a conscious effort not to hold me back.

Before I was out of diapers, I was climbing on top of Mom’s Singer sewing machine cover, the perfect mechanical bull for a thirteen-month-old. I’d grab the plastic handle with my right hand, palm up just as I’d seen Dad doing, then I’d raise my left arm high in the air and rock and spur that case until I wore it out. A few months later I progressed to the arm of the couch, a bigger (or at least taller) challenge. Mom swears that my first words were “I’m a bull rider.” When I could finally walk, I would chase my dog, Freckles, around the yard trying to rope her. And by the time I could talk, I was begging my parents to let me ride. It didn’t hurt that I saw my dad breaking colts all day, every day, and that we spent our weekends at rodeos, but to say that my parents pushed me toward being a cowboy is a joke.

I once heard someone say to my mother, “Joy, when Ty was little, was he ever scared to get on a calf? Did he ever cry or anything before he rode?”

“Oh, no,” Mom said. “The only time he cried was when he couldn’t ride. I felt like crying a few times, especially when he was really young. Ty was fearless. He scared me to death more than once, but I never saw him scared. If he had been, I’d have told him not to ride.”

I must have been a pistol, because I begged my dad to let me ride a calf when I was two years old. He and Mom both thought I was too young, and in hindsight, I would never recommend sticking a two-year-old on a calf. But I was a strong-willed kid, and I knew what I wanted. I begged and pleaded until, finally, Dad took me out to the corral and put me on the smallest calf he could find. With my free hand on Dad’s back, and his right hand securely around my belt, we ran around the pen with Freckles leading the way to keep the calf ducking and diving. Dad swears he never held me on—that he was just there to break my falls—but he was there, and that was all that mattered.

Every day I’d beg Mom and Dad to let me ride, and most days they obliged. Mom would open the gate and count, “One alligator, two alligator, three alligator …”—all the way to eight before blowing an imaginary whistle. When it looked like I might not make it through the full eight seconds, she would speed up the count. I was two years old and didn’t know any better. I thought I never fell off before reaching the time. No sooner had Mom tooted her make-believe whistle than I was saying, “Can I go again, Dad? Pleeeease. Just one more.” Dinner was on the stove and my sisters were waiting, but more often than not he would say, “All right. One more.”

As a kid you never fully appreciate those moments. As an adult, I realize what wonderful parents I have, and I thank them every day for the sacrifices they made for all of us.

During that time, I also rode an old Appaloosa named Doc. He was the perfect horse for a little squirt like me, calm enough not to cause any trouble, and smart enough to teach me a thing or two. At age two, I couldn’t remember the barrel-racing pattern, even after my mom had drawn it out for me in the dirt. But Doc remembered. When I tried to steer him the wrong way, he would shake his head and stick to the right pattern. I would yell at him and spur him, madder than a hornet, until Mom pointed out that Doc was right and I was wrong.

Everything I did was geared around becoming a rodeo cowboy. I don’t remember ever wanting anything else, even for a day. There was never a moment I said to anyone, “Maybe I’ll be an astronaut,” or, “I’d like to be president someday.” I never even thought it. I arranged the sheets on my bed so they would hold my feet flat with my toes pointed out, a key position in bull and bronc riding. I convinced myself that if I slept that way while I was growing, I would be a better rider.

When I was seven, I watched the Montreal Olympics on our grainy RCA television, and I took particular interest in the gymnastics. “That’s the kind of athlete it takes to be a great rodeo champion,” I told my parents. “If I could balance like that and get strong like those guys, it’d sure help my riding.” So, I took gymnastics; I learned to ride a unicycle; and I learned to juggle, not because I had an interest in being a gymnast or a circus clown, but because I knew those things were going to make me a better rider.

Everything I ate, drank, said, and thought centered on being a cowboy. And my family supported and encouraged me every step of the way.
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