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Bart Clennon remembers the earliest days of the PRCA like it was yesterday. Clennon, who loves to reminisce about his rodeo past, is the last living signer of the 1936 Boston Garden petition, which had 61 signatures and created the Cowboys Turtle Association. 

"We were giving the producers and the stockmen our entry fees and then quite a few of the rodeos didn't pay off," the 96-year-old Clennon said about the organization of the first rodeo association. "We called it the Turtle Association, because we were so damn slow getting started. It gets kind of spooky. Out of all the guys that formed the organization, I'm the last one alive." 
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	Clennon was about 17 years old when he started rodeoing full-time, doing Wild West shows and rodeos, sometimes riding 30 to 40 broncs a week.


Clennon (Tuscon, Ariz.) remembers the night the cowboys decided to strike. A group the cowboys took to the grandstands and made a point out of voicing their displeasure at the producers for ignoring their strike demands. 

"I paid $2 for a ticket to the rodeo, and I remember sitting in the stands next to Howard McCully," Clennon said. "When someone would come out of the chutes, the cowboys would holler. Howard was hollering so loud I never had to, he'd beller like a bull. Someone got hurt in that first performance, and they needed to put some of us in. They had to pay us $20 apiece for our tickets." 

"We weren't just striking for the cowboys, we were doing it for the cowgirls too," Clennon said. 

Clennon was born in November of 1910 in South Dakota in an era when bronc riding skills actually corresponded to working on a ranch, which is exactly how Clennon honed his riding skills. 

"By the age of 14, I was able to handle broncs," Clennon said. "But I was breaking them long before that for five to 10 dollars a head. Some of them I actually didn't get paid for either. 

"I took a man's place in the field and everywhere else too. That's how it was during the first World War, because everyone that was able was in the war." 

Clennon's first competition was at Post's Trading Post near Ash Creek, S.D., around 1928. A well-known bronc rider was there and had turned out a horse because he was scared of him. Clennon went to see the horse and realized that he'd already ridden the huge strawberry roan "at least a hundred times," breaking him for a rancher's horse string. 

	
	
	When I first started, I never believed in riding a horse as an exhibition.

	
	
	— Bart Clennon


"When I first started, I never believed in riding a horse as an exhibition," Clennon said. "But Dad used to put on rodeos as entertainment, and one day this great bronc rider turned out a horse because he was scared of it. I had already broke that horse to ride, but I never could get the buck out of him. So, I went ahead and won the bronc riding on him and won $35. That was better than working for the farmers and ranchers for just a dollar a day all summer long, or even 50 cents. And here I'd won this in just a few minutes, and I thought, this is the game for me." 

Clennon was about 17 years old at the time and went on to rodeo full-time, doing Wild West shows and rodeos, sometimes riding 30 to 40 broncs a week. 

Even though Clennon also rode bulls a time or two and won, his heart stayed with the broncs. He won rodeos from Miles City, Mont., to Reno, Nev., to Nampa, Idaho, and many in Texas. 

"I should have made a list of the rodeos I won, but I just never did," Clennon said. "I really liked Home Brew. He was a good, gentle horse, but he sure could buck. Kid Fletcher was riding him at the Gardens and his second jump was so high a man could walk under him. I can remember it just as plain as day. His left foot came down on Kid's face, and just as soon as his foot touched Kid, he pulled it off and landed on his right foot, he was that gentle." 

Although most rookies are subject to practical jokes, Clennon never played them on the younger riders, recalling how it felt when someone played a joke on him at a young age. 

"I was just about 8, and I'd gone down to the coal shed at night," Clennon said. "I opened the door of the coal shed and saw a white ghost. You know what that ghost was? He was a white faced bull, and I'd like to beat him to death with that coal shuttle. He was a gentle bull too, and I was beating him over the head before I realized what I was doing. That coal shuttle was all bent up. That's why I never would tease the young kids. That kind of scary lives with you." 

Clennon ran the rodeo circuit until 1951 when he broke his neck. 

"After that rodeo, I went into the shovel mine," Clennon said. "The schedule changed every two weeks and I said, to heck with that. I bought a hardware store to get rich, but that never happened." 

After running his hardware store for more than 20 years, Clennon moved to Arizona and worked for a large hardware company in shipping and receiving for another 20 years. 

	
	
	We called it the Turtle Association, because we were so damn slow getting started.

	
	
	— Bart Clennon


Retiring at about 82, Clennon was inducted into the National Cowboy & Western Heritage Museum in 1996, and was honored by the Casey Tibbs Foundation in 1995. Today Clennon is enjoying his retirement years in Tucson, spending his time with his sons. 

Clennon's fondest memory isn't of rodeo at all, though. 

"The greatest thing that ever happened to me was when I married Geraldine Parkinson," Clennon said. 

The couple had two boys, Barton Junior and Terrance. Clennon lost his wife in 1982. 

With a touch of nostalgia in his voice, Clennon remembers how his family "traveled with me all over to rodeos." 

It's memories like that he cherishes above all else. 
