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Bulldogger's Paradise


By MaryAnna Clemons
Special to ESPN.com ProRodeo

It might just be the water. After all, Lake Eufaula is close by, and Oklahoma sees its share of rain. Whatever the reason, Checotah seems to be a hotbed for some pretty talented people. 

Checotah, Okla., is home to 3,500 people, one stoplight, a couple of feed stores, a lumber yard, singing sensation Carrie Underwood, 11 PRCA world championships and the Duvall Steer Wrestling Jackpot presented every year during the last weekend in April. 

"I never have advertised the jackpot," said Roy Duvall, a steer wrestling legend with three world titles and 24 qualifying trips to the Wrangler National Finals Rodeo. "I put out a few bills here locally, so they know it's coming up, but all the bulldoggers know it's the last weekend in April. It has just grown by word of mouth." 

Duvall has lived in Checotah for 30 years and got there by following his family. "My brother married a girl over this way, and then my mom moved, and I was living in Warner, so I moved to Checotah, too. It's a nice little ole' town." 

The "jackpot" as Duvall so humbly put it, is a three-day affair with bulldoggers traveling from all over the United States and Canada to attend. It has grown from a modest 60 contestants in a one-day jackpot almost 28 years ago, to a three-day event with more than 321 contestants and 1,150 steers this year. 

"The first day, Friday, we had four head and a short round with a $500 entry fee," Duvall said. "We had 121 competing this year. Then on Saturday, we had a 19-and-under with 44 entries. It varies every year, and then we had a 40-and-over with 58 in that. On Sunday, we had 148 in the open. One year, we had 248 in the open." 

K.C. Jones, a three-time Wrangler NFR qualifier, travels from his home in Las Animas, Colo., to Checotah for the fun and money. 

"Sam Duvall told me I've won over $50,000 since I've been going there. It's been pretty good," Jones said. 

For Jones, one of the best parts of traveling to Checotah isn't the money, it's the opportunity to spend time talking to and competing with some of ProRodeo's legends. 

"Everyone who bulldogs thinks of Roy Duvall as the legend," he said. "When I was younger, we'd go down there and at the truck stop would be legends drinking coffee telling rodeo stories." 

Since Jones starting competing at the Duvall Jackpot about six years ago, he's won a saddle, a horse trailer and three buckles, not counting the cash. 

"They have a Battle Royal, a 10-head match where 10 guys put up a $1,000 and winner takes all," Jones said. "One year, I won over $28,000 in a weekend and got to run 21 steers in three days. It's a lot of fun. If you bulldog, that's the place to be." 

The whole Duvall family gets into the act when April rolls around. 

"My wife cooks for about three to four months in anticipation, she freezes it up, and she has a concession stand with gumbo, beans and cornbread," Duvall said. "Lots of home cooking. Everybody has a real good time." 

Just south of town, it seems the Duvall cousins, Jole and Brad, started the Duvall Dance on Saturday night of the same weekend. 

"My cousins say you can't even get in, they have to shut it off, it's so crowded," Duvall said. "I'm always busy; and this year we went to 6 a.m. to finish the four-header, so I never do get to the dance." 

Duvall reports that one of the reasons that the jackpot is so successful is that he doesn't put a lot of rules and limits on contestants or spectators. 

"I put the bleachers right in the arena and people can sit anywhere they want," Duvall said. "They sit up close, and we just have an alley to bulldog in. I've seen hazing horses up in the bleachers and people knocked over in their chairs, but no one has ever been hurt. I let them sit anywhere they want; they can hang on fences and everything else." 

One of the best things about Checotah, Duvall said, is having great people around him, such as Benny Hale and Willard Combs, who were two of the first bulldoggers to pick Checotah as home. 

"We've helped guys from all over the country come here and stay a year or two," Duvall said. "We've had schools here, and it's just become like Duncan, Okla., was for tie-down ropers. We have a lot of young kids learning bulldogging because we have so many bulldoggers here. I don't know of any other town that has as many world championships in one town." 

In fact, Checotah is home to Benny Combs, 1955 RCA world champion and NFR finalist five times; Willard Combs, 1957 RCA world champion, 1959 National Finals average champion, PRCA board of directors for four years and inducted into the National Cowboy Hall of Fame in 2002; Roy Duvall, 1967, 1969 and 1972 PRCA world champion and 24 time NFR qualifier; Ote Berry, 1985, 1990-91 and 1995 PRCA world champion; Sam Duvall, two-time NFR qualifier and 1986 Prairie Circuit champion; Billy Hale, 1971 PRCA world champion and three-time NFR qualifier; and Teddy Johnson, 1996 PRCA Rookie of the Year and 2003 PRCA world champion. 
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