
By Andy Boyles

Black cowboys and cowgirls  
have a rich tradition.

Keep On 

Riding
In the Old West, at least  
one in four cowhands was  
a Black man, and a few  
were Black women. These 
horse-loving adventurers 
carried on a proud tradition  
of riding, roping, and  
training their horses.

(Continued on next page) 

“My favorite part about 

being in the rodeo is 

traveling all over with 

my friends and family.”
 Harrel (“Junebug”)

Age 8
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The Black-cowboy tradition 
started during the time that 
slavery was legal in parts of 
North America. Enslaved Blacks 
were forced to do many kinds 
of work in poor conditions and 
without pay.

 Ranchers especially wanted 
enslaved Blacks from around 
West Africa’s Gambia River. 
“They knew how to ride a horse,” 
Callies says. They were also 
experts in managing free-
ranging cattle.

 As the United States became 
an independent nation, enslaved 
Black cowboys continued to 
work. Some broke wild horses, 
making them tame enough to 
wear a saddle and obey a rider. 
Others worked with cattle, 

roping them, branding them, 
and driving them from one 
place to another.

 In the late 1860s, after 
slavery was outlawed during 
the Civil War, many Black 
cowboys kept working their 
trade and passing on their 
knowledge.

 In the West, a Black cowboy 
still faced discrimination, but 
he could earn more money and 
respect than he could almost 
anywhere else in the country.

 One of the most famous 
Black cowboys was Nat 
Love. Born into slavery on a 
Tennessee plantation in 1854, he 
was about 11 years old when the  
Civil War ended. While young 
Nat worked at various jobs to 
help support his struggling 
family, he learned how to tame 
horses at a neighbor’s ranch.

That bronco-busting talent 
led to his career as a cowboy. 
At the age of 15, he left home 
and headed west. In Kansas, he 
met a cowboy group from Texas 
and asked to join them. The 
boss put him to the test of riding 
Good Eye, one of their wildest 
horses. Years later, Love wrote: 
“This proved the worst horse 
to ride I had ever mounted in 
my life, but I stayed with him 

(Continued from page 15)

(Continued on next page) 

and the cowboys were the 
most surprised outfit you ever 
saw, as they had taken me for 
a tenderfoot, pure and simple.” 
The boss hired him on the spot. 

Love wrote about his many 
adventures and became famous 
for his exciting and sometimes 
outrageous stories.  

Historians have written 
about a few Black cowgirls. 
Johana (sometimes “Johanna”) 
July was a broncobuster of the 
Black Seminole tribe, whose 
members are descended 
from both African and Native 
American ancestors. She would 
tame a horse by leading it to a 
river. When the horse became 
nervous, she led it into deep 
waters, where it couldn’t stand. 
Then she would climb onto 

the horse’s back. “He couldn’t 
pitch, and when I did let him 
out of that deep water, he didn’t 
want to pitch,” she said. But not 
always. Sometimes, the horse 
would “take a running spree” 
with her clinging to its back. 
“But I was young and I was 
having a good time,” she said. 

Many cowboys love to test 
their skills against one another 
in rodeos. But Black cowboys 
were not allowed to compete 
against white cowboys in 

most rodeos for many years. 
In fact, one champion named 
Bill Pickett was forced to 
pose as a Mexican until his 
accomplishments made him 
famous. Pickett was of African 
and Cherokee descent. He 
created a rodeo sport called 
bulldogging, or steer wrestling. 
He would ride his horse up 
beside a steer, then slide off to 
wrestle the steer to the ground 
by its horns. Steer wrestling is 
still a popular rodeo event. 

Discrimination could 
frustrate a Black rodeo  
contestant, even after he had 
earned a lot of respect. One 
historian wrote of cowboy  
Jesse Stahl: “He was a great 

NAT LOVE BECAME FAMOUS NATIONWIDE FOR WRITING EXCITING STORIES ABOUT HIS MANY ADVENTURES. 

“I look forward 
to going to the 
rodeos, not only 

to compete, 
but to hang 

with my rodeo 
family and 
do fun stuff 

together.”
Kortnee

Age 11

Johana July was a 
broncobuster of the 
Black Seminole tribe. 
“I was young and 
having a good time,” 
she said. 

Black cowboys and 
cowgirls train horses, 
compete in rodeos, 
and pass traditions 
on to kids in their 
communities. 

BILL PICKETT INVENTED STEER WRESTLING, OR BULLDOGGING. 
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(Continued from page 17)

bull rider . . . but he is most 
remembered for winning first, 
but getting third.” 

George Fletcher’s treatment 
in 1911 is another example. In a 
saddle-bronc event, Fletcher 

are interested in seeing Black 
cowboys and cowgirls, because 
until recently they didn’t know 
that there were Black cowboys 
and cowgirls,” she says. “It is the 
untold story.”  

Cowboy 
Life

Training Horses
Most horse trainers 

do their job gently by 
first building a bond 
with the horse, and 

then getting the horse 
used to wearing a 
saddle, and so on. 

Managing Cattle
On a cattle ranch, the 

cowboys do just about 
any job that’s needed, 
from roping cattle to 

repairing fences. 

Rodeoing
Most rodeo events are 

based on cowboys’ 
work skills, such as 

riding a bucking horse 
and using a rope to 

catch a calf.

wowed a rodeo crowd as 
he rode a bucking horse 
named Sweeney. “Fletcher 
rode Sweeney with such ease 
and abandon that the crowd 
shouted itself hoarse,” a 
newspaper reporter recalled. 
According to the crowd, 
historians, and Fletcher himself, 
he was unfairly given second 
place because of his race. 
Vaunda Micheaux Nelson and 
Gordon C. James tell the story  
in their book Let ’Er Buck!

Building on their rich history, 
modern Black cowboys ride 
and rope and pass on their 
traditions, no matter where 
they live. The Compton Cowboys 
ride the streets of Los Angeles, 
California. In Philadelphia, 
Pennsylvania, the Fletcher 
Street Urban Riding Club brings 
African American youth into 
horsemanship as an alternative 
to dangerous choices.

With hundreds of members, 
Bill Pickett Invitational Rodeo 
holds events in seven cities 
nationwide for African 
Americans of all ages. In the 
group’s 39 years, Howard-
Cunningham has seen the rodeo 
tradition passed down through 
four generations, and she 
has seen more people taking 
notice worldwide. “People 

Valeria Howard-
Cunningham of Bill 
Pickett Invitational 
Rodeo has seen 
the rodeo tradition 
passed through  
four generations. 
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