
Chapter 1

Classic Western Riding:
History and Hollywood

Go Ahead, Make My Day
If English riding can be labeled as elegant, a pursuit of kings, nobles,
and the upper classes, western riding can be said to be tough, the choice
of working-class men and women. While western riding as we know it
today may have had its roots in the riding traditions of both Spain and
Mexico, once those traditions crossed the border into the United States,
they became inexorably shaped by the men and women of the west and
southwest, who lived out much of their lives aboard a horse’s back.
Today’s western traditions have also been shaped by the literary world
and by Hollywood. Like it or not, today’s image of the cowboy and his
gear has been influenced as much by the early dime novels, Hollywood
movies, and television as it ever was by any cowhand who walked the
streets of El Paso or helped to turn a herd of stampeding cattle.
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The History of the Cowboy
The cowboy tradition is so strong that it survived a lengthy period when
horses as working tools were virtually obsolete, abandoned in favor of
trucks and tractors. So what elements make up this mysterious, historical,
legendary persona that continues to influence so many of today’s riders?

Historical records would seem to indicate that the “boy” part of the
term was appropriate. Documents and photographs suggest that the ear-
liest members of this particular social group were, in fact, boys, ranging
in age from thirteen or fourteen into their early twenties. Historians have
postulated that many in the group were orphans or the fatherless sons of
men who died during our country’s Civil War. As a group, they were gen-
erally poorly educated, most having limited reading or writing skills.
They were also “minimum wage” employees of the time. Their job con-
sisted of working with stock, whether on a ranch or the open range.
Working conditions were often harsh, the hours were long, and the work
was hard and dirty. There was little in the way of comfort and almost no
promise of advancement either in wages or in social position. Some have
argued that the men who answered to the title “cowboy” in its earliest
appearance on the world stage were men of little significance. Yet iron-
ically, while factual history may uphold that particular point of view, the
myths that arose around this group of men have caused the figure of the
cowboy to surpass all other legendary figures, in both reality and fiction,
in their ability to influence multiple generations. 

The King Ranch, Volume I, maintains that the name “cow-boys” orig-
inally appeared on the historical landscape as a descriptive term for
gangs of young toughs who daringly rode into Mexico to steal cattle,
driving them north to sell to U.S. government agents, buying beef for
federal troops located north of the Nueces line in Texas. In light of
today’s rap and hip-hop lyrics that tell hard-edged stories of gang life, it
is interesting to note that one of our country’s most revered icons, the
American cowboy, also originated in a gang environment. These boys
drifted from job to job throughout much of the country west of the
Mississippi River, from Montana to Texas and westward to California.
Whether this gypsy tendency was inherent in their psychological and
emotional makeup or was forced upon them by the lack of stability in
their particular job market is speculative. Similarities to today’s gangs
included their reputation for substance abuse (alcohol), gambling, and
their rowdy, sometimes destructive behavior. They tended to mistrust
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authority and shunned the company of merchants, bankers, lawmen, set-
tlers, and farmers. While Hollywood would later dress their manners in
a more chivalrous style, early historical accounts of gunplay and
drunken brawling suggest otherwise. It is fair to assume that these young
men, like gangs today, found a sense of family within their ranks, and
this circumstantial family may have had a strong influence on an indi-
vidual member’s behavior. But it is likely these acquired family mem-
bers would judge, accept, or reject a man based on his present qualities
and qualifications, rather than on his past history, a fact that allowed a
“loner” to fit in.

In Cowboys of the Old West: The Real Face of the American Cowboy,
William Forbis writes, “neither flash impressions nor bare statistics can
take the true measure of the cowboys or dim the elemental stage pres-
ence and the riveting appeal they generated in their own time and for-
ever afterward. They were men of a particular time and place, living by
a code compounded of hard fisted frontier desperation and Victorian-era
social values, performing body-punishing and hazardous jobs, and pit-
ting themselves against a land of sweeping grandeur that offered prodi-
gious drafts of misery!”
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The Partnership of Horse and Man
From the beginning, a cowboy thought of his horse as a tool of the
trade. That is not to say these men didn’t appreciate a fine-quality
tool. Such a tool made life easier, and there is an inherent pres-
tige in owning quality tools, as any good carpenter, electrician, or
mechanic will tell you. However, not all men (or women) who sit
upon a horse are true horsemen. 

The horseman perceives his or her horse as an equal and realizes
the horse is both a partner and a critically important teammate,
one on whom the rider’s life may well depend. Understanding that
partner and being able to afford them the courtesy of clear com-
munication was not a common subject of books in the early history
of the west, but a horseman was identifiable by demonstration, in
the way he sat his horse, and in the way the pair performed their
job. Such a connection between man and horse was visible even
to an undiscerning eye and admired by all of the contemporaries
of such a pair.
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The modern-day expression “cowboy up” is an admonition to look
outward, away from the needs of self to the needs of the group, or a job
that wants doing. In a world often focused on the self, it is a strong dose
of reality, which says the tough not only survive but are often the shapers
of the future. “Tough” in the cowboy context has much greater inclusion
than mere physical prowess, displayed in muscular strength or in the
ability to withstand discomfort and pain. Today, the word “tough” as
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Standing alone in one’s choices is difficult. The backbone it requires is a trait that is
often credited to the legendary cowboy.
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relates to the cowboy persona has come to imply a moral benchmark,
one that indicates a man or woman can be counted on to stand by his or
her beliefs. Its implied reference to a standard is built upon the emo-
tional resilience that enables those who possess it to withstand the
debilitating psychological effects of close proximity to death. The power
this attribute conveys springs only from a blending of toughness and
mercy, and gives those who possess the quality an ability to destroy, by
their own hand, something loved, rather than taking the easy way out by
leaving the job in the hands of a stranger or nature. A difficult act of
destruction, motivated by true benevolence, brings someone as close to
godhood as he or she may be while still alive. This was an act that a cow-
boy, given the circumstances of his environment and time, could be
called upon to perform more than once in a lifetime. 

The Cowboy Persona
Whether you find yourself riding a western saddle or an English one
could be a simple result of your geographical location, or it could be
influenced by the jobs you want to accomplish or, in the show world, the
classes you want to participate in with your horse. But your choice could
also represent a desire to possess those qualities you associate with what
you perceive to be the persona of others who have chosen similarly.

In the present, where convenience and frustration hold almost equal
sway over our lives, it is fair to ask if the man or woman who rides a
western saddle isn’t, at some level, attempting to navigate through life
by the simple truths that served the men and women who wore a similar
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The Very First Life-Skills Course?
Today, emotionally troubled children, as well as adults, can enroll
in survival courses today in order to discover their ability to over-
come their fears by surviving hardships. Perhaps the young men
who pitted themselves against nature, the land, hunger, thirst,
sickness, and injury to make their living as cowboys were the
first-generation participants in a vast and very real survival
course, one whose lesson of self-worth through self reliance is
passed down, along with their fashions, to today’s western riders.
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uniform in the past. Watching a rider in a western pleasure class sport-
ing rhinestone-studded collar and cuffs and riding a light-colored sad-
dle bedecked with silver, it can be hard to imagine the dust-covered,
half-baked or half-frozen trail hand who doggedly moved cattle across
vast plains or through treacherously swollen rivers and over mountain
passes, who roped, doctored, branded, and babied the animals that have
played such a large role in the economic history of the country. Yet at
some level, the show ring rider does indeed consider himself or herself
connected to that historical figure, and unconsciously hopes to com-
mand the respect now accorded its original titleholder.

The Influence of Popular Media
The cowboy persona, whether legend or fact, cannot be seriously defined
without examining the impact of the fertile minds of early dime novel-
ists such as Ned Buntline. Cheap and sensationalistic novels were a part
of the American landscape as far back as 1860; however, not until Owen
Wister wrote his best-selling novel, The Virginian, Horseman of the
Plains, were cowboys painted as loners with a strict code of honor. 

Movies
Actors first began to contribute their representations of the American cow-
boy not in movies but rather in the very popular Wild West shows, such as
Buffalo Bill’s Wild West, and the 101 Ranch Real Wild West show. Later,
Hollywood and television would further shape the public’s imagination
about the historical figure of the cowboy, when the work of various authors
was made real through the acting skills of flesh-and-blood men such as
John Wayne (Stagecoach and True Grit), Gary Cooper (High Noon),
Gregory Peck (The Gunfighter), Henry Fonda (My Darling Clementine),
Jimmy Stewart (The Man From Laramie), and Kirk Douglas (Lonely Are
the Brave). Such men forever imprinted the persona of the American cow-
boy on the minds and hearts of their millions of fans and viewers. 

When you put on a western hat and boots, have you ever caught your-
self changing your behavior, even just a little, taking on the traits or
mannerisms of the traditional figure? In evaluating the importance of the
impact of that unique and mysterious figure known as the cowboy, it
needs to be remembered that even though the above-named actors
played a variety of roles during their careers, many become most closely
identified with and best remembered for their roles in westerns. John
Wayne, an American icon, earned his superstar status by depicting the
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western leading man as tough, unflinchingly honest, willing and able to
stand up for what he believed in, and equally at home on a horse’s back
or in a barroom brawl. Yet he also preached temperance of force, often
using humor rather than physical strength to disarm and gain an advan-
tage. (Watching his movies, I have more than once caught myself won-
dering how much of that particular style of problem solving lay with the
scriptwriter or director of the picture, and how much came from the
Duke himself!) If you’re a part of the younger generation and haven’t yet
gone retro, your list of western roles models might include Clint
Eastwood (Unforgiven, The Magnificent Seven, and The Good, the Bad
and the Ugly), Paul Newman and Robert Redford (Butch Cassidy and
the Sundance Kid), or Kevin Costner (Silverado, Dances with Wolves, and
Open Range). 

Ever think your choice of saddle and style of riding could reveal
facets of your inner self or lock you into a way of responding to the
world? In the movie The Misfits, Clark Gable gives the audience a fas-
cinating look at the war raging within his cowboy character, a man
caught in a trap of expectations, both his own and others’, and unable to
live his life to the standard he has inherited with his title. Classic west-
erns such as Shane and High Noon also showed men in moral conun-
drums, each one struggling to live up to a code they seemed to have
inherited along with the hat. The writers of these stories, and the men
who enacted their vision, believed in the far-reaching power of the title
“cowboy,” and the power that image carried, to shape the lives of the
men who claimed it. 

Television
Western TV series, such as The Virginian, Gunsmoke, The Rifleman,
Have Gun Will Travel, and Bonanza, also contributed lifelong templates
of the western man to a generation of young viewers. As adults, these
viewers would push the Nielsen ratings of miniseries such as Lonesome
Dove and Legends of the Fall through the roof. 

Singing Cowboys
All of the men who starred in various westerns portrayed the cowboy as
tough, independent, and resourceful, as well as associating him with a
particular saddle and style of riding. But the true prophets of the sweep-
ing reform in horse-handling techniques taking place in the United
States today were Roy Rogers and Gene Autry—men who would be
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referred to by western historians (sometimes disdainfully) as “singing
cowboys”—and before them, a writer and illustrator named Will James. 

In the early 1900s, Will James wrote and illustrated more than six-
teen books about cowboys and the horses that were a part of their lives.
Two of his best-known and -loved titles were Smokey, the Cow Horse
(first published in 1926 by Charles Scribner’s Sons) and Lone Cowboy.
In the preface of Smokey, James clearly reveals his position on the rela-
tionship between the horse and the man who rode him: 

I’ve never yet went wrong in sizing up a man by the kind of
a horse he rode. A good horse always packs a good man. My
life, from the time I first squinted at daylight, has been with
horses. I admire every step that creature makes. I know them
and been thru so much with ’em that I’ve come to figger a big
mistake was made when the horse was classed as an animal.
To me, the horse is man’s greatest, most useful, faithful, and
powerful friend. He never whines when he’s hungry or sore
footed or tired, and he’ll keep on a going for the human till
he drops.

Through their movies, television shows, and comic books, horse
lovers Gene Autry and Roy Rogers continued this same concept—that
is, the horse as more than a necessary piece of the cowboy’s equipment,
to be mastered and used in his job, like his rifle or his rope. Before these
men, if a cowboy’s horse was given any attention at all by writers or by
Hollywood, it was as an ornament to the stories of the obstacles a man
had to surmount in claiming the title. Horses were “broken” to saddle,
used hard, and depicted as worthy of no more consideration than being
tied to a hitching rack and left standing for hours under the hot sun
while their rider drank or gambled at the town’s saloon. Occasionally
one might see a horse being watered or stabled at the local livery stable
when the cowboy hero rode in to a town, but the men who played these
lead roles projected no love of the animal. That would change radically
with the entrance of both Roy Rogers and Gene Autry, whose horses,
Trigger and Champion, would become so well known to readers and
viewers that they would eventually be the featured stars in their own line
of comic books.

One of the most radical changes the story lines these men both
employed was to feature their horses as intelligent partners, often giving
them input to the story by counting on them to rescue someone from
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Gene Autry had ridden horses in his childhood, while Roy
Rogers (shown in the photo on the following page) didn’t
hone his riding skills until he became involved in acting. In
her book Cowboy Princess, Roy’s daughter Cheryl Rogers-
Barnett tells the story of her father and Trigger: Trigger had
more than a little to do with helping Dad acquire this riding
skills. Dad worked with some great stuntmen and wranglers.
He was what they call a “quick study” and it didn’t take him
long to pick out the horsemen who he thought rode best and
then to figure the mechanics of what they were doing that he
liked. He then set himself the task of copying what they
were doing. Dad and Trigger would work together for hours
on end until they could anticipate the other’s demands.

Rogers apparently liked to credit his horse with playing an important
part in his success:

Dad loved to tell the story of how the studio head came to
him when Dad was trying to negotiate a raise in his contract,
and in essence told him, ‘Thanks, but no thanks. We can put
anybody on Trigger!’ 

Dad replied, ‘No, you can’t put anybody on Trigger—he’s
my horse, I’m buying him!’ and he really was. Almost from
the minute Dad laid eyes on Trigger, he knew that horse was
something very, very special, so even though he didn’t make
much money, he decided to buy the four year old stallion
from his owners, Hudkins Brothers. Dad and Ace Hudkins
stuck up a deal for Roy to make payment while Ace continued
to rent Trigger to Republic (Pictures), but he wouldn’t let
them put another cowboy on him—until the last payment
had been made. It took a couple of years for Roy to make all
the payments—after all, he was making $75 a week, and he
paid $2,500 for that horse!

The original Trigger was sired by a thoroughbred and out of a quarter
horse mare, and co-starred in all eighty-two movies made by Roy Rogers
between 1938 and 1952. He also appeared in all one hundred TV
episodes of The Roy Rogers Show. Gene Autry’s horse, the original
Champion, was a Tennessee Walker. Champion achieved so much fame
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In keeping with this more refined, fancier garbed version of the
American cowboy (the clothing worn by riders in the pleasure and equi-
tation divisions today is a direct design offshoot of the colorful, stylish
type of clothing sported by the singing cowboys), Gene Autry and Roy
Rogers downplayed violence and promoted kindness and fair treatment
of both horses and their fellow man in their movies, TV series, and
comic books. While simplistic in the story lines, this kinder, gentler
approach to the American icon brought huge popularity and success to
both men. This author believes it also set in motion a tiny pebble of per-
ception about horses. That pebble has been rolling downhill and gain-
ing momentum and magnitude ever since, until today we are witnessing
an avalanche of awareness (promoted by the cowboy horse-whisperer
clinicians and their kinder, gentler methods of training and communi-
cation) whose effects change for the better the lives of millions of people
and their horses. 
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