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Sport on the Rio Grande
COWBOY TOURNAMENTS AT NEW MEXICO'S TERRITORIAL FAIR,

188 5-19°5
John O. Baxter

F

or many New Mexicans a visit to the State Fair in Albuquerque has be.
come an annual ritual, an event that marks the transition from summer
to fall. Since it began prior to statehood, the fair has grown tremendously in
size and importance, but the traditional components have remained the most
popular attractions for rural residents and city dwellers alike. Livestock shows,
horse racing, agricultural exhibits, and the midway, with its scary rides and
carnival, continue to draw thousands to the fairgrounds every September.
One of the most popular events has been the rodeo, in which professional
cowboys and cowgirls from all over the West ride and rope for prestige and
generous cash prizes. In addition to providing excitement, rodeo contests
evoke nostalgia among New Mexicans and others who recall a legendary
West that always seems to be receding just beyond the horizon. First known
as "cowboy tournaments," riding and roping competitions have been an integral part of the fair almost from its birth. Although rodeos have sometimes
caused controversy, their popularity remains undiminished. This article will
consider how cowboy sports first came to the fair, their growing public acceptance, and the problems arising in the early 1900S that caused revisions in
their presentation.

John O. Baxter has explored and published on the history of water use in New Mexico for many
years. As an aficionado, he has a continuing interest in the origins of rodeo.
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The grand event that became known as the New Mexico Territorial Fair
originated in Albuquerque on a spring evening in 1881. Only one year earlier,
local businessmen had celebrated enthusiastically when the first locomotive
rolled into town on tracks newly laid by the Atcheson, Topeka and Santa Fe
Railway. With rail transport a reality, movers and shakers throughout the territory began to dream of unlimited economic growth as New Mexico connected to eastern commercial centers for the first time. Hoping to attract
investment capital and encourage immigration to the territory, business leaders envisioned a large fair as a means of displaying the region's vast resources.
Similar exhibitions enjoyed great popularity elsewhere. To discuss the proposal a group of Albuquerque merchants and professional men convened a
public meeting at Rancho Seco Hall east of the town's historic plaza on 16
March 1881. During the meeting the idea ofa fair became increasingly attractive and resulted in the incorporation of the New Mexico Agricultural, Mineral and Industrial Exposition and Driving Park Association as a governing
body. Directors included Elias S. Stover, a prominent merchant; Thomas
Hughes, editor of the Albuquerque Citizen; and Thomas D. Post, proprietor
of a leading hotel. New Mexico's old Hispano aristocracy was represented by
Ambrosio Armijo, Mariano S. Otero, and Santiago Baca, a rising young entrepreneur who served as sheriff of Bernalillo County. After the meeting, the
organization filed the necessary papers of incorporation with the secretary of
the territory in Santa Fe. 1
Within a few weeks, the association had obtained twenty acres for a fairground, land adjoining the terminal of the Albuquerque Street Railway Company in Old Town. Recently organized by some of the same entrepreneurs
who backed the fair, the company operated a horse-powered transit line between the Santa Fe depot in New Town and the historic plaza near the Rio
Grande, thus assuring easy access to the fairground. Eventually, an odd but
symbiotic relationship developed between the transit franchise and the fair.
Construction of a racetrack and grandstand soon began, allowing the directors to advertise and solicit exhibits for the big affair, which was scheduled
to open 3 October 1881. Unfortunately the weather was horrendous. During
the previous days Albuquerque experienced rains ofbiblical proportions that
turned the new track into a sea of mud and ruined the exhibits, which had
been housed in canvas tents. Financially, the fair was a flop, but undaunted
local businessmen accepted the losses without complaint and reorganized for
another exposition in the following year. At first, supporters from Las Vegas
and Silver City had expected that the fair would rotate locations each year-
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that it would "board around like a country school teacher" in the words of
one observer. By assuming the debts resulting from the first fiasco, however,
Albuquerque businessmen made sure that the territorial fair became a permanent fixture in their town. During the 1882 reorganization a young New
Yorker named Oliver E. Cromwell became active in fair management. A
graduate of Columbia University, Cromwell had recently arrived in Albuquerque as president of the street railway franchise, a move intended to
protect his family's large investment in traction-company bonds. Under
Cromwell's leadership the second fair proved to be more successful, thus
assuring the annual event's continuation. 2
The exposition established itself during the next few years, but sponsors
faced the continual problem of providing suitable entertainment to draw
customers through the turnstiles. Finding innovative grandstand attractions
proved to be a challenge. Horse racing was always the featured event. To compete for the cash prizes offered, sportsmen from throughout the territory and
as far away as Denver arrived each year to enter a daily program of flat and
harness racing. Beside the track a swarm of bookkeepers took bets on the
races, although, according to the local press, the races were not always conducted according to the highest standards. Baseball also became a featured
activity. Fans rooted enthusiastically for the home team, the famed Albuquerque Browns, who tangled with rivals from San Marcial, Santa Fe, and elsewhere. The fair program of 1882 included a balloon ascension by Prof. P. A.
Van Tassell, who had amazed the local populace with a similar event on the
Fourth ofJuly. A former saloonkeeper, Van Tassell pioneered this spectacle,
which has mesmerized Albuquerque ever since. 3 Although such sporting
events were always reliable crowd-pleasers, managers were alert for something new.
Their prayers were answered in August 1885 when Rox Hardy, editor and
publisher of a livestock journal in Las Vegas, approached fair officials with a
novel proposal. Hardy suggested a tournament in which cowboys would compete in various events for prizes. As impresario, he offered to bring a dozen
experts who would demonstrate their skills in riding untamed broncos and
roping wild steers at the fair, just as they did each day out on the range. Cash
purses would be awarded for the best performances, and the contestant who
roped a steer fastest would also receive a seventy-five-dollar saddle donated
by Hardy. According to the would-be promoter, a similar event at Dodge City
on the previous Fourth of July had turned out to be "an immense success."
Intrigued by the idea, fair officials gave their support, and the local press began
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"CATCH ME IF YOU CAN!"

These roping steers were bigger and wilder than their counterparts
today.

(Photograph courtesy Otis Aultman Collection, El Paso Public
Library, Texas, neg. BlOS8)

to churn out publicity. "By all means, let us have the cowboys," opined the
Albuquerque Evening Democrat. 4
When Hardy came before the fair board, competitions of the kind he suggested were rarely seen, even in the West. Historians agree that the first riding
and roping contests were arranged by cowboys for their own entertainment
at various locations in the range country. Anytime when top hands congregated at local get-togethers, talk soon turned to who among them could ride
the rankest bronco or wrap up a spooky longhorn in the fastest time. To settle
the question, contests were sometimes organized on the spot, rules were established, and supporters of the prospective champions made substantial wagers
on the outcome. One ofthe earliest and best-known ofthese impromptu affairs
took place during a Fourth ofJuly celebration at Deer Trail, Colorado, in 1869.
On that day, cowpokes from the big outfits east of Denver climbed aboard a
collection oflocally gathered outlaw horses and vied for the title of"Champion
Bronco Buster of the Plains." After several capable competitors had bested
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some high-flying steeds, Emilnie Gardenshire, an English cowboy, carried
off first prize by outlasting a big bay named Montana Blizzard. In addition to
the title and appreciative cheers from the spectators, Gardenshire received
a brand-new suit of clothes for his performance. 5
In 1883 the community of Pecos, Texas, sponsored another landmark competition that featured both riding and roping events. Scheduled for Independence Day, the celebration attracted hundreds of west Texans who traveled
many miles to attend. Participants included the region's best cowboys, representing the Hashknife, W, NA, and several other cattle companies. Since
no chutes were available, bucking horses were eared down and blindfolded
on the main street during the saddling process. After the riders mounted, the
blindfolds were removed and the bronco did his best to dispose of its burden.
As one particularly wild animal stampeded toward the open prairie, a local
wag called out, "Stop that man! He's trying to steal a horse!" In similar fashion the roping steers were released one at a time from a small corral near the
county courthouse. Once the steers picked up speed, the roper followed in
hot pursuit, hoping to capture his quarry before he escaped into the prairie.
Hotly contested, roping became the highlight of the show. Eventually, the
winner proved to be Trav Windham, the Hashknife range boss for many years
until the outfit moved to Arizona. 6
In Albuquerque the cowboy tournament was widely advertised as the fair's
principal attraction. Indeed, so that on opening day a reporter from the New
York Times appeared to observe this bizarre event. When the gates opened on
1 October 1885, more than thirty-five hundred people poured through, representing the largest crowd ever to atte'nd a territorial fair, according to the
Democrat. "Nearly every prominent citizen ofArizona and New Mexico was
on hand," said the Times. 7
To assure spectators a good view from the grandstand, fair managers staged
the tournament on the infield of the racetrack. The Times reporter, a true
New Yorker, described the space "as about twice the size ofthe Polo Grounds
at One Hundred and Tenth Street." Infrastructure was minimal: a single corral at one end of the grounds. On opening day, about twelve cowboys signed
up to participate. Evenly divided between Hispanos and Anglos, most of
them were employed at nearby ranches, although two brothers, Nat and Dick
Greer, came all the way from Woodruff, Arizona, on the Little Colorado
River. Their father, Thomas L. Greer, was the patriarch of a big Mormon
family and was rumored to be the largest cattleman in Apache County. As
Hardy proposed, the tournament consisted of only two events, steer roping
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and bronco riding, the latter conducted under very different rules from those
prevailing at rodeos today. At modern rodeos the cowboy saddles and mounts
his horse in a chute. With a signal, the gate opens, the bronc dives into the
arena, and, while he bucks, two judges give the cowboy a numerical score
based on the performance of both horse and rider. The high score wins. At
the first fairs, however, bronc riding was a timed event in which each vaquero
roped his horse, saddled him in the arena, and then rode him until the judges
were satisfied. The fastest performance took first place. 8
With Hardy in charge the tournament began at eleven o'clock sharp on
Thursday morning, 1 October, but despite careful preparations the program
did not go as planned. With a deft throw of his lariat, Francisco Martin, the
first contestant, caught a tough little brown horse assigned as his mount. Unfortunately, Martin had forgotten to secure his rope, allowing the bronco to
escape. After jumping two or three fences, the horse entered the exhibit hall
and raced down the center aisle, scattering crowds of women and children
as he ran. Eventually, he was recaptured amid the display of a local department store without causing serious damage. The second hand to try his luck
was Dick Greer, pride of Apache County, Arizona, who proceeded to show
the cheering crowd how the job should be done. According to the Democrat,
"it only required 12-Y2 minutes for Dick to catch, tie, saddle, and mount his
horse, and the way he sat it demonstrated that a bucking bronco has no terror for a genuine wild cowboy." Dick's older brother, Nat Greer, came next,
but was incapacitated by an asthma attack while saddling his horse and was
forced to retire. Following the Greer brothers, a local cowboy named Jose
Lavorio, SheriffBaca's top hand, made a creditable showing that earned him
second place. When no one else qualified, the judges awarded the forty-dollar
first prize to Dick Greer, as spectators shouted approval and threw their sombreros in the air. 9
With the bronc riding completed, everyone adjourned for a leisurely lunch
and then reassembled for the steer roping. Unlike the bucking contest, the
roping was similar to present day events, except that the steers were heavier
and received a much longer head start, which resulted in slower times during that era. When action resumed, everything went smoothly, although only
two ofthe first five cowboys managed to rope, throw, and tie their quarry. After
Lavorio scored a time of four minutes flat, officials decided to start the horse
races, postponing the rest of the roping program until the next day. On Friday morning another large crowd arrived for the grand finale. During the
second day contestants ·posted much better times; a vaquero named Garcia
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won the trophy saddle, tying his steer in a blistering one minute, fifty-three
seconds. Second prize was not recorded, but the lucky man who placed third
received a year's subscription to the Evening Democrat and a meershaum
pipe. Summing up the contest the Albuquerque Journal declared, "Altogether, the cowboy tournament was a grand success. Rox Hardy worked like a
Trojan and deserves the thanks of every man, woman, and child in this community." Hardy concluded the affair by inviting all contestants to a lavish
banquet at the San Felipe Hotel. Champagne flowed freely and the guests
complimented each other with the elaborate toasts that became obligatory
during the Gilded Age. 1O
Despite the Journal's cheery appraisal, Hardy's tournament would have to
be regarded an amateurish affair by the standards oftoday. The inexperience
ofboth the management and the contestants interfered greatly with the show's
presentation. Nevertheless, the prospect of real cowboys performing impossible feats before the grandstand fascinated the public, particularly those persons recently arrived in New Mexico from the East. Recognized as a solid
box-office draw, the cowboy tournament remained a fixture at the territorial
fair for the next few years. The second exhibition in 1886 attracted a similar
number of contestants including Lavorio and Nat Greer. Having recovered
from his respiratory ailments, Greer emerged as the man to beat. After winning the bronc-riding event, he tied his steer in one minute, fifty-seven seconds to carry off first prize in both events. 1I
Two years later fair officials replaced the cowboy tournament with a Wild
West show, a simplified version of the touring extravaganza popularized by
Buffalo Bill Cody. By 1888 Cody's pageant had crisscrossed the nation several
times, presenting his vision of the West and its history to enthusiastic crowds.
Cody's program included a simulated "Attack on the Deadwood Stage," in
which a band of Plains Indians swooped down on the coach and its terrified
passengers, but were repulsed by stouthearted frontiersmen. In Albuquerque
this stirring event was replicated under the direction of Joseph E. Saint, a
local merchant who grazed large herds of cattle on the Acoma and Laguna
Reservations. Since neither Cheyennes or Sioux were available, Saint enlisted Pueblo Indians from Laguna to charge the stage. Amid wild applause,
the passengers were rescued by Saint's cowboys, although one posse member fell off his horse while attempting to save a gorgeous passenger. IZ
After a brief hiatus the cowboy tournament returned to the fair program
in 1890 with Saint again acting as arena director. For the first time contestants
were assessed a ten-dollar entry fee to compete in both the riding and roping
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events. To discourage "ringers" from far away, the directors also decided that
the cowboys must be able to present proof of employment at a New Mexico
or Arizona ranch during the previous spring. Prize money for the tournament
totaled six hundred dollars. As usual, bookmakers cheerfully accepted wagers
on the outcome ofthe cowboy contests as well as the horse races. Early favorites included ex-champion Nat Greer, recently elected treasurer of Apache
County, and Harry Crawford from San Marcial. The son of famed poet-scout
Captain Jack Crawford, Harry had won the bronco riding at a Denver tournament a few weeks before and was capable of taking first-prize money in
both events. When Greer's turn to rope came, he drew a particularly rank
steer that slowed his time and forced him to settle for second place. In a
snide reference to Greer's new civil post, a reporter observed that "the cares
of office are not conducive to a successful career as a cow man." Crawford,
"the pride and hope of Socorro County," also fared poorly, watching helplessly as his rope broke after a fast catch. The hero of the day was Francisco
Bojorques, a well-mounted vaquero from California who worked for the Grayson Cattle Company, the biggest ranch in Sierra County, New Mexico. After
wrapping up his steer in the winning time of one minute, thirty-one seconds,
Bojorques made a wild bronc ride on a tough black gelding, earning the second spot in that event. ll During his years as foreman ofthe huge Grayson ranching enterprise, usually known as the "John Cross" outfit because of its brand,
Bojorques became celebrated throughout the West for his skill with a rope.
The Albuquerque press described the tournament of 1890 "a howling success," but, despite widespread community support, ten years passed before
the fair included another cowboy contest. The reasons for the omission are
uncertain; perhaps no impresario came forward to provide the livestock and
direct the production. At last in 1901 the directors advertised a cowboy tournament "open to the world" for the twenty-first New Mexico Territorial Fair.
During the preceding winter other southwestern cities such as Phoenix, EI
Paso, and Tucson had promoted similar events as features ofcommunity celebrations. Known as "carnivals" or "jubilees,"-they had been promoted by local merchants hoping to bring people to town and boost retail sales.
The riding and roping contests, however, had another aspect that must not
be overlooked. Since 1885, when Albuquerque introduced its first exhibition,
the cattle industry had experienced significant changes in New Mexico and
in neighboring states and territories. Largely because of overgrazing and adverse weather conditions, the era of open-range grazing on the public domain
was rapidly coming to an end as scores ofsettlers arrived to claim homesteads
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in ranch country. The cattle industry was in transition from a romantic gamble to a calculated business requiring considerable capital and careful management. A new breed of entrepreneur, with eyes fixed on the bottom line,
had seized control. Commenting on current conditions, a reporter for the El
Paso Herald wrote, "There is still much of the picturesque about the calling,
but the old wild free days of the 'cowboy king' are gone forever to be succeeded by the man with the keen business sense, the carefully kept set of
books, the latest information, and the organized corps of workers."14 As the
changes became evident, westerners recalled the old days with nostalgia. For
many, the cowboy tournaments became symbols of a heroic past, a part of
being "western." This image has been promoted by rodeos ever since.
At the beginning of the new century, as cowboy contests became more
frequent, the public began to consider them sporting events similar to boxing or baseball instead of demonstrations of occupational skills. More opportunities to compete meant more prize money, which encouraged the top
hands to travel from one event to another and to see themselves as true professionals. Thanks to generous newspaper coverage, the public came to view
the best performers as stars, entitled to the same adulation as baseball great
Christie Matthewson or boxing legend John 1. Sullivan. Consider, for example, the meteoric rise ofsteer-roping champion Clay McGonagil1. Raised
in the wilds of west Texas, McGonagill traveled around the country during
his youth, learning the cowboy trade while working for big outfits all over the
West. He was one oftwenty-two contenders to enter the steer roping at the El
Paso Mid-Winter Carnival in January 1901. Overcoming stiff competition, he
carried off the $250 first prize with a time of forty-nine seconds flat.J5 With his
pal Joe Gardner, McGonagill then headed for Tucson to take part in a series
of contests sponsored by the Union Park Driving Club. For a few days the two
managed to sack up plenty of Arizona money. Above all else the local boys
were amazed by the Texans' horses, which were trained to control the steers
on the ground by keeping a taut rope during the tie. On closing day in Tucson, McGonagill made roping history when he wrapped up a big black steer
in the incredible time of twenty-three seconds flat. Realizing that a world's
record had been established, the crowd went wild!16
After his triumph in Tucson, McGonagill went back to Midland, Texas,
for the summer. When fall came, he returned to Arizona for roping matches
at Bisbee and Naco, leaving a favorite horse at El Paso for the New Mexico
fair in October. He failed to live up to his reputation at Albuquerque, making slow time on an uncooperative steer, but the run turned out to be good
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enough for second place. His friend, Joe Gardner, took third. The steer
roping was not as exciting as the sponsors had hoped, but the bronc riding
thrilled the crowd, persuading the fair's managers to reschedule the tournament for another year. 17 In 1902, McGonagill warmed up for Albuquerque at
the newly organized Roswell Fair. Unfazed by a high wind blasting down the
Hondo Valley, he carried the day by edging out eighteen other cowboys with
a time of 30.6 seconds. An admiring reporter declared, "Once again the
Mighty McGonagilileft the field with a score of scalps dangling at his belt!"
Luckily, the champ kept his momentum at Albuquerque and did not disappoint his many fans. Drawing a big roan steer, he gave a steady, if unspectacular, performance, taking top honors at the territorial fair for the first time.
Frank Blake, a salty contestant from Bland, won the bronc riding, which was
enlivened by the appearance of Pearl Ward, the first cowgirl to compete at the
fair. Two weeks later, McGonagill wound up a successful season with another win at a championship steer roping, held at San Antonio, Texas, in
which he defeated sixty other contestants. 18
In 1903 the Albuquerque City Council made decisions that indirectly had
an important effect on the fair's cowboy tournament. During the winter council members decided that the old horse-drawn streetcar line should be replaced with an electric system. Cromwell's New Yorkers, who had wrested
control of the company from the locals, tried to retain the franchise but were
unable to offer a proposal acceptable to the city. After several months of
negotiations, the council awarded the franchise to a group of West Coast investors headed by William H. Greer of Deming. One of a new breed of entrepreneurs who juggled a variety of investments, Greer was also the general
manager of the Victorio Land and Cattle Company, a huge livestock enterprise. Better known by its brand, the Diamond A, the company controlled an
enormous acreage in Grant and Luna counties, including the famed Gray
Ranch. In July of 1903, Greer had arranged for Victorio to purchase the Armandariz grants, which contained 495,000 acres of pasture along the Rio Grande
near Elephant Butte. 19 Once he had the traction franchise in his pocket, Greer
moved his headquarters to Albuquerque, where he became active in all sorts
of civic projects including the territorial fair.
Determined that the twenty-third fair would be the biggest and best yet,
committee members worked feverishly throughout the summer of 1903 to
advertise the great event. As a publicity stunt, one group decorated a Santa
Fe caboose with a huge poster showing a steer roper in action above the dates
of the fair. Obligingly, railroad officials displayed the car at every siding and
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CABOOSE ADVERTISEMENT

To advertise the 1903 Territorial Fair and cowboy tournament,
boosters decorated this box car with a huge poster.
(Photograph courtesy Albuquerque Museum, Gift of Raymond Veseth,
neg. no. 1977.98.7)

whistle stop along the right-of-way from Trinidad, to El Paso, and finally to
Flagstaff. To attract more spectators and contestants for the six-day affair,
handbills were posted across the Southwest, announcing the cowboy tournament and the generous prize money -a whopping two thousand dollars. The
results far exceeded the committee's expectations. When the entries closed,
eighteen bronc riders and twenty-seven steer ropers, far more than in any
previous tournament, had paid their fees. Top hands from all over New Mexico and Arizona showed up along with others from Wyoming, Nebraska, and
Oklahoma, each one thirsting after the generous prizes. Some spectators had
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also traveled from afar-the most notable being newspaper tycoon William
Randolph Hearst, who was then serving as a New York congressman. A supporter of statehood for New Mexico and Arizona, Hearst arrived by private
train during his western swing to test the waters for a possible presidential run
in 1904. Among those on hand to welcome the flamboyant publisher and his
large entourage was Cromwell, who had come to Albuquerque from the East
to meet with Greer about the streetcar franchise. 20 The conference was probably planned to coincide with the fair.
As opening day drew near, Albuquerque newspapers provided ample coverage of the tournament and contestants. The Morning Journal printed a
laudatory description:
The great feature ... of the present territorial fair is the cowboy
tournament. ... For the time being the picturesque cowboy occupies
the center of the stage.... If we are to believe the magazine writers he
is dying off-already extinct and buried in oblivion. Yet here he is with
us at the twenty-third territorial fair in all his glory.... There is a dash
and abandon about this thoroughly western sport that never loses its
thrill and fascination for the spectator whether he is a westerner of
several years standing or a rank tenderfoot. ... There is no more savage
animal than an outlaw bronco and there is hardly any feat calling for
nicer judgement and steady nerve than in roping and tying a big longhorned steer. 21
As the Journal suggested, the tournament promised to be an exciting event.
To accommodate the many entries, tournament officials scheduled three
performances with six riders and nine ropers to appear each day. Accordingly,
the steer roping began promptly at 3=15 on Wednesday afternoon before a
huge crowd that included Hearst and his eastern friends. The first contestant
was seventeen-year-old Kelly Phillips from Nutt Station in Luna County,
New Mexico, who took after Number 9, a high-headed red steer with plenty
of speed. Well-mounted, Phillips made a beautiful catch and received a nice
hand from the spectators, although his time was a little slow.
After the next roper wasted a couple ofloops, Clay McGonagill, who had
drawn the third position, rode into the arena on a powerful sorrel gelding
named Frisky. With Frisky running at full throttle, the champ took after a
black steer and snared both horns with a fast throw, dismounted quickly, and
wrapped three legs together, finishing up in 38.5 seconds. When the time was
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ELLISON CARROLL

Turned out in their Sunday best, the two champion steer ropers pose
for the camera.

(Photograph courtesy Cornett Library, West Texas A6.M University,
Canyon)
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announced, he threw his hat in the air as the audience cheered lustily. For
the next two days McGonagill watched anxiously as the other hands tried and
failed to make a faster run. His time held up for the first-place prize of$50o.
With typical cowboy generosity, McGonagillloaned Frisky to an old friend
and rival, 1. Ellison Carroll, who took the second-place purse worth $250. In
the bronc riding event, Pat Hughes of Magdalena, New Mexico, spurred
his way to victory on an outlaw named Dewey, while Curtis Jackson from
Colorado took second on Carrie Nation. 22 At the end of the contest, McGonagill astonished everyone by selling his great steer horse Frisky to
Hearst for three hundred dollars, which was considered to be an incredibly
high price at the timeY
When the tournament officially ended on Friday afternoon, everyone
agreed that it had been a smashing success. Many of the eastern visitors, who
had never seen cowboy contests, agreed that the riding and roping had been
the most enjoyable part of the fair. Unfortunately, the knights of the plains
could not let well enough alone. On Saturday afternoon, another big crowd
turned out for a hastily organized steer roping that proved to be a complete
disaster. Handicapped by hangovers after a big night on the town, several
contestants chased their steers to the point of exhaustion without making a
successful catch. Of the animals that were lassoed, a few suffered broken
horns or other injuries. Disgusted by the sorry spectacle, the more obstreperous spectators began to boo and hiss. Seated in the grandstand or in carriages parked outside the infield, the large number of ladies present were
particularly incensed by the mistreatment of the livestock. 24
By Monday morning, their outrage had become a cause celebre in the local press. Under the headline, "Is Roping a Brutal Sport," the Morning Journal
printed an interview with Mrs. Oliver Cromwell, wife of the traction magnate. Both had recently arrived from New York. Although clearly aroused,
Lucretia Cromwell stated tactfully, "I believe roping is good sport, but it
should be regulated in some way so that the steers are not tortured. When
ropers have missed two or three times they should be called back." According to the Journal, fifty other Albuquerque ladies agreed heartily. In the same
article their views received unexpected support from an unnamed cattleman
who offered a similar opinion. Declaring that accidents were sometimes unavoidable during roundups, the cattleman predicted that, because of objections by livestock owners, roping exhibitions would soon come to an end in
the West. He said that contests took the men away from work in the spring
and fall just when they were most needed, and that contests drew away the
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CHARLES B. IRWIN

A contestant in Albuquerque's 1903 tournament, Irwin of Cheyenne
was one of rodeo's most colorful personalities.
'(Photograph courtesy Cheyenne Frontier Days, Old West Museum, Box

2720, Cheyenne, Wyoming, 82003)

best men. "Furthermore," the cattleman continued, "before a contest, the
boys are apt to do a good deal of practicing on the range and in going after
speed, they are not very careful what they do to a steer. A good many animals
are hurt, and we do not want any more of that."25
Although he remained anonymous, there can be little doubt that the Journal's source was W. H. Greer, a voluble cattleman frequently quoted in the
local press. Greer soon gained sufficient clout to make his prediction a reality. Within a year after the roping fiasco at the fair, Greer was elected to the
territorial legislature as a Republican councilman. Once in Santa Fe, he became an effective legislator, actively pursuing a probusiness agenda and representing the interests of the livestock industry. Today, Greer is remembered
for sponsoring an act that created the New Mexico Mounted Police, an organization intended to stamp out cattle rustling, a continual problem for the
Diamond A and other big outfits. To protect their herds and keep the cowboys out of trouble, he also introduced a bill that made cattle-roping exhibitions iIlegal. 26 Persons or associations participating in such events were subject

260 ~

NEW MEXICO HISTORICAL REVIEW

VOLUME 78, NUMBER

3

to significant penalties: fines ranging to five hundred dollars or jail terms
totaling sixty days. Passed after limited debate, Greer's bill became law on
3 March 1905 amid general approbation from editorial writers around the
territoryY
A few weeks later, the Texas legislature enacted a similar law; Arizona followed suit in March 1907. In each case humanitarian organizations lobbied
for these bills, but the principal support came from livestock owners unwilling to accept losses from animals crippled or killed while their employees
practiced on the range. Ironically, the new laws prohibited steer-roping contests in much of the Southwest where they had originated, although impresarios continued to promote contests elsewhere. Unwilling to give up the
competitions, steer ropers began traveling extensively to other regions to display their skills and contend for prizes. The laws also caused the officials who
sponsored fairs and related events to change their programs. Cowboy sports,
however, continued to be featured.
New Mexico's fair provides a good example of change in program content.
In 1905, several months after the ban on steer roping had been enacted, Greer
was named president of the annual extravaganza. Under his management a
baseball tournament became the leading event once again, but cowboy sports
fans were not ignored. In place of the wide-open contests, Greer scheduled
an exhibition of "bronco busting" in which twisters from the Diamond A
climbed aboard outlaw horses gathered from remote parts of the Armendariz
grant. 2S Apparently, the boys put on a good show, but, somehow, it lacked the
excitement of the earlier contests. In later years, as the tournaments turned
into rodeos, saddle bronc riding became the featured attraction. Roping events
returned to the program by 1910, with burros or goats at first replacing steers.
Within a few years, however, calf roping became widely accepted as the most
popular competition for lariat experts. 29
Undaunted by the sudden elimination of their favorite occupation, past
champions from the New Mexico fairs continued to participate in steer-roping
contests at new locations. Even before the ban was imposed, Nat Greer had
sold his saloon in Holbrook, Arizona, and purchased a livery stable in El Paso.
In 1907, after the clampdown, Nat and his son, Tom Greer, established in
Ciudad Juarez, Mexico, a large arena that became known as Cowboy Park. 30
Free of the irksome regulations across the border, the Greers sponsored a
series of competitions that drew steer ropers from all over the Southwest to
Juarez until 1912 when the outbreak ofthe Mexican Revolution made the site
untenable. In 1909 and 1912, Nat Greer took the lead in organizing some of

SUMMER 2003

BAXTE R

-+

261

the regulars at Cowboy Park to travel to Cheyenne Frontier Days and the
Calgary Stampede. At the latter event cowboys from Arizona, Texas, and New
Mexico carried offall the trophies and prize money awarded in steer roping. 3l
In Calgary, Greer's party included Francisco Bojorques, winner of the
1890 roping at Albuquerque. Although he was nearing fifty, the California
vaquero received a special invitation to the Stampede because one of the
promoters had ridden with him on the John Cross range and remembered
his uncanny skill with a rope. Rain and mud bedeviled Bojorques in Canada,
but, back in Sierra County, New Mexico, he continued to engage in roping
contests and race meets until his death in 1921.32 Also on hand to try his luck
in Calgary was Clay McGonagill, the most consistent money-winner at the
New Mexico fairs. In 1905 McGonagill joined an adventurous group that
boarded a steamer bound for South America to stage riding and roping contests in Argentina and Uruguay. After returning home, he promoted in southern Arizona and Cananea, Sonora, a series ofsimilar events that featured Bill
Pickett, the daredevil Black cowboy who introduced the bulldogging event
to rodeo. ll When steer roping became illegal north of the Rio Grande, McGonagill competed frequently at Cowboy Park in Juarez until a serious injury
threatened his career. While riding from his ranch near Monument, New
Mexico, to pick up the mail, the champ suffered a badly broken leg when his
horse fell on a patch of ice. Although he never made a complete recovery,
McGonagill continued to rope both steers and calves at contests from New
York and Chicago to Prescott and Phoenix, seldom failing to capture a large
share of the prize money.l4 McGonagilI, arguably rodeo's first superstar, became the prototype of the modern rodeo cowboy who heads down the road
to seek fame and fortune at the next competition.
In addition to serving as a proving ground for future champions, the tournaments at New Mexico's Territorial Fair were important to other aspects of
early rodeo history. Rox Hardy's embryonic cowboy competition of 1885 was
one of the first events of its kind presented anywhere. New Mexicans and
other westerners, fostered by a growing pride of place, eagerly embraced this
rough-and-tumble entertainment. Their enthusiasm had limits, however.
Dismayed by the callous treatment of livestock at the 1903 fair, territorial
residents supported legislation pushed by cattlemen and humanitarians to
ban future contests. Following New Mexico's lead, neighboring lawmakers
passed similar bills that effectively outlawed steer roping in much ofthe Southwest for several decades. Eventually called rodeos, cowboy celebrations continued, but with an altered format acceptable to the general public.
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