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Mr. Everything


By MaryAnna Clemons
Special to ESPN.com ProRodeo

All-around cowboy great Chuck Sheppard passed away June 14, 2005, at the age 89, leaving a legacy that his family, friends and many fans will always cherish. 

The 1946 world champion team roper, Sheppard competed during the glory days of legends Toots Mansfield, Gerald Roberts, Tuffy Cooper, Shoat Webster, Bill Linderman and Casey Tibbs. 

Back then, Sheppard's daughter, Lynda Kieckhefer said, rodeo was more about survival and camaraderie than it is today. 

"Rodeo wasn't like it is now." Kieckhefer said. "Back then we'd get out of school and be gone all summer. You'd stay eight or 10 days in Salinas (Calif.), drive all night to get to Cheyenne (Frontier Days) and stay in someone's home. They didn't have hotels like they do now. Back then, even if you didn't like someone, you helped them out. They all did, it was about survival." 

In the rodeo era in which Sheppard excelled, he was known as "the greatest four-event man ever." 

"They worked hard back then." Kieckhefer said. "One year my dad judged every riding event and tie-down roping at Cheyenne and he was entered up in the steer wrestling and steer roping. He did that the whole time; that's how hard those cowboys worked." 

Sheppard competed in his first rodeo in Hayfork, Calif., when he was 16. Holding membership card No. 68, Sheppard was a tough and consistent all-around competitor who competed in all seven events, as well as being a well-respected event judge for more than 25 years. 

He thrived in tie-down roping and saddle bronc riding. 

As a working cowboy, Sheppard gained valuable experience by breaking horses and working cattle on various ranches in Arizona. In the early years children worked alongside adults and Sheppard was a horseman when there were no fences. 

The family had yearly horse round-ups to geld the studs and brand the colts. Lynn Sheppard, Chuck's brother, wrote in 1990 that their father expected Chuck to do the work of a man and thought nothing of putting him on broncs at 9 years old. Chuck would ride them several times and then his father would turn over the "broke" horse to Lynn and his mother to ride. By the time Chuck was 15 he could ride nearly any horse and catch wild cattle in the rough country of Arizona. 

Sheppard competed full time for 24 years, winning many all-around titles, including Denver, Lewiston (Idaho), Boise (Idaho) (three consecutive years), Hayward (Calif.), Tucson (Ariz.) and Prescott (Ariz.). He won bronc riding titles in Salinas, Tucson, Chicago and twice he won the bronc riding at the Los Angeles Coliseum in front of 100,000 spectators. 

He also won tie-down roping championships in Pendleton, Ore.; Denver, Los Angeles and Portland, Ore. 

Sheppard was the first bronc rider to successfully ride Hypodermic at Lewiston in 1949 and he was also one of the few to make the whistle on the legendary War Paint. 

Sheppard earned 31 belt buckles and six saddles, in addition to other trophies. Of all the hardware Sheppard won, he contended in a 1987 interview that he was more concerned with making a living, and putting food on the table, than he was with winning titles. 

Later in Sheppard's career he judged many of the larger rodeos including Cheyenne Frontier Days, Cow Palace, Phoenix, Tucson and the National Finals Steer Rroping, as well as flagging at the Wrangler National Finals Rodeo. 

The practical and realistic attitude that served Sheppard his entire life likely came from his childhood. He was born in Globe, Ariz., in 1916, the son of pioneer ranchers Horace "Shep" and Georgia (Young) Sheppard. The family traveled from Texas to Arizona in a wagon. When the Great Depression made things unbearable for Sheppard in Arizona he moved to be with his mother in California, but found that conditions there weren't any better. 

About that time the Cowboys' Turtle Association was slowly organizing and he was asked to join in Marysville, Calif., during the 1930s. Joining the organization boded well for Sheppard, but he reported that those first few years things were tough both financially and within the organization. Sheppard was one of the founding board members for the RCA, helping to write and organize the bylaws. He served on the board for 10 years. Further contributing to the sport, he was the first to design a trophy saddle for the world champions. 

In 1950 Sheppard moved back to Arizona with his wife, Gwen, who he was married to for 56 years, and their two daughters. After retiring from rodeo, Sheppard worked the K4 ranch in Prescott, Ariz., for 42 years. He raised first-class American Quarter Horses for the race track and rodeo arena. Sheppard won every stake race in Prescott and is going to be inducted into the Race Horse Hall of Fame. 

In 1985 Sheppard was inducted into the National Cowboy and Western Heritage Museum in Oklahoma City. He also received the prestigious Ben Johnson Award in 2001. 

In 2000 Sheppard was inducted into the ProRodeo Hall of Fame in Colorado Springs, Colo., as an all-around cowboy. Yet, even in retirement and with more accolades than most cowhands ever get, Sheppard still managed to take home $7,000 in team roping in 1998 at the age of 82. 

"More than anything my dad was tickled when his grandchildren won a rodeo." Kieckhefer said. "Johnny (Kieckhefer) won Prescott Frontier Days in steer wrestling, my nephew, Charlie Lewis, has won a couple of big team ropings and Rick (Kieckhefer) qualified for the National Finals in 2002 in tie-down roping, and then there's Sarah (Kieckhefer, Rick's wife) a WPRA cardholder. Their wins made him happier than anything he'd ever done." 
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