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Cowboy Turns From Rodeo Champion To Top Livestock EQuipment Dealer 
By Frank Buchman 

His knowledge of live
stock, and specifically 
livestock handling equip
ment, is known around the 
world, but his abilities as 
a real life cowboy are not 
nearly as extensive. 

"I've been a cowboy 
ever since I rode my first 
horse, a sorrel gelding 
c,amed Red, four miles 
to the vne-room Lull 
School,'' contended Jim 
Bowman of Herington. 

"I'd always come gal
loping down the road to 
meet my classmates who 
were walking, and they'd 
think I was going to run 
over them. Of course, I 
never did. I liked to make 
them think I would," he 

Working cattle owned 
by his dad, Ralph, ex
panded young Bowman's 
cowboy abilities when 
they lived on a Flint Hills 
ranch north of Council 
Grove. But, when the fed
eral reservoir took their 
land, the family moved to 
Strong City, and Bowman 
got a more intimate feel of 
the cowboy life. 

"I entered the amateur 
bronc riding at the Strong 
City Rodeo," he remem
bered. "In those days, the 
amateur contestants had 
to ride in all three perfor
mances, and those broncs 
dumped me head first on 
the ground every time. 
The only thing that saved 
me was the deep mud. 

"That really looks like 
an amateur bronc, doesn't 
it?" questioned Bowman 
as he showed a photo
graph of himself going off 
an air bound bronc at the 
first rodeo 59 years ago. 

"They printed that pic
ture in the next year's ro~ 
deo program and for ten 
years after, it seems. One 
thing about it though, get
ting bucked off made me 
determined I was going 
to ride broncs and rodeo 
successfully," Bowman 
declared. 

Fortunately, Emmett 
Roberts of Roberts Ro-

headquartered at Strong 
City, and he was anxious 
for young "wanna-be cow
boys" to come over to his 
place to test new rodeo 
prospects. 

"Emmett would get a 
new batch of broncs and 
bulls in about every two 
weeks, and I'd always be 
over there ready to crawl 
on," Bowman admitted. 
"Mr. Roberts was an or
nery old guy,and of course, 
he would be pleased if the 
stock bucked us off. He'd 
just laugh, after he knew 
we weren~t hurt." 

To Roberts, Bowman 
was just "one of the kids 
who came over to show 
ofl'' until Bowman started 
"making the whistle" on 
some of the rank buckers. 

"One day, I rode a 
young bull that really was 
tough ~d ended up be
ing a top bull in the pro 
circuit," Bowman noted. 
"I even impressed Mr. 
Roberts, who came up to 
me and said, 'lf you can 
ride bulls like that, you 
can be a world champion 
cowboy.' 

"He was wrong though, 
I was too long-waisted 
and short-legged for bull 
riding. At 5'11" and 185-
pounds, I had too much 
whip to be a really top 
bull rider, but I did win a 
number of rodeos riding 
bulls," Bowman clarified. 
"I was a better bareback 
bronc rider and became a 
good steer wrestler." 

Winning both the bare
back bronc riding and 
bull riding at the annual 
Countryman's Fourth of 
July Rodeo in 1954 at 
Cassodoy, Bowman still 
has that tarnished Top 
Hand trophy displayed 
in the bright red home he 
shares with wife, Bonnie, 
on Herington Lake. 

An all-around cowboy 
trophy belt buckle for 
bull riding and bareback 
bronc riding that same 
year at Council Grove is 
also among his memora
bilia. Bowman granted 
that the belt it adorns has 
grown substantially in 
length since the first time 
the buckle was worn. 

Uncle Sam called the 

same year, and Bowman 
volunteered for the ser
vice. "I was having a good 
year on the rodeo circuit, 
but we were in a drought, 
couldn't raise a crop; so I 
was in the service for 21 
months," he calculated. 

"Dad was doing the 
farming for Crofoot Feed
lot, and I got an early farm 
release," Bowman contin
ued. "I went home, got on 
a Ford 8 N tractor, worked 

a half day and told Dad I 
was done farming, I had to 
go to a rodeo." 

A fair share of winnings 
entered Bowman's pockets 
as he followed the ama
teur circuit hard through
out the Midwest. "I never 
did tum professional, but 
I'd slip into some Rodeo 
Cowboy's Association 
competitions sometimes, 
and of course (Continued 
on page 34) 
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(Continued from 
page 34) they'd let me 
enter Strong City as a 
hometown contestant. 

"I won a go-round in 
,le bareback bronc rid
'lg there in 1956," Bow
·>an verified. "I helped 
"mmett Roberts with his 

stock, too. Mr. Roberts 
>ure was a good man. I 
iust loved him. 

"I helped gather stock 
:or Roberts Rodeo Com
)any at the .Sunflower 
Ammunition plant near 
DeSoto, where they were 
wintered. You'd have to 
rope one of the broncs out 
of the herd, buckitoutand 
ride him to help pen the 
other horses and bulls," 
Bowman reflected. 

Despite successes, 
Bowman had his share of 
tough times making a liv
ing as a rodeo cowboy. 

"I had a horse rear over 
:,ackwards with me anc 
put me out of commissior• 
or awhile," he indicated. 
'I had to pump gas and. 
3<ease cars. Ernie Lovf· 
let me stay with him for 
awhile; he even got me '' 
'ob with Norman Hamm 
tt Perry. Rodeo cowboy•. 

' ~II generally help each 
other out if they can. 

uone year I WOit 

$10,000 rodeoing; tha<: 
was a lot of money in those 
days," Bowman shared. 
"I'd often pay the enu;· 
fees for my traveling part· .. 
ners, for a share of their 
winnings. But it didn'! 
seem like they'd ever win, 
so I could get my money 
back." 

Toughest bareback 
bronc Bowman can recall 
mounting was called Ad·· 
der Up, at the EI Paso ro · 
deo. "I hardly ever did nc· t 
place, but that horse wou11 
suck back and whirl suci1 
that I got bucked off,'' 
he visualized. "Freckle-1 
Brown had been bucked 
off the horse the night b<
fore, too." 

I really got to liking it ," 
he related "Your horse 
is 90 percent of it, and I 
had a horse named Deb 
who'd put you right there 
every time. I bull dogged 
at 47 rodeos in 1962 and 
placed in 40 of them. 

"I went to the annual 
Longford Rodeo that year 
and bulldogged my steer 
lap and tap in 3.3 sec
onds. Floyd told me many 
years later, it was still the 
record time at the Long
ford Rodeo," Bowman 
confirmed. 

Rodeoing slowed down 
for Bowman when he got 
married. "Rodeo was 
feast or famine, and I had 
to support my wife and 
family, a girl and boy," he 
conceded. "I worked days 
and rodeoed nights and 
weeke:n.ds." 

The career for which 

Bowman said, "I went 
to all of the Rumford Ro
deos, and rode every one 
of Floyd's bulls except 
one called Wide Horn 
that bucked file off." 

"I judged the Rum
fords' 10-day rodeo at 
Benjamin Stables in Kan
sas City one year," Bow
man expressed. "I had to 
goose egg John McBeth of 
Burden in two go-rounds 
for failing to mark his 
broncs out of the chute .. 

"John didn't like it 
when I told him he need
ed to move his saddle 
up further on the horse's 
wither, but he did,'' Bow
man informed. "Within 
a couple of years, John 
turned professional and 
w 3nt on to become a world 
champion." 

When bull riding came 
to a close for Bowman, he 
added bulldogging to his 
events. 

"I was at a Hudson Ro
deo in Leoti, the first time 
I entered the doggin', but 
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Bown>an became most 
widely known began in 
1964, when he went to 
Fremont, Neb., to sell 
Tox-0-Wik cattle oilers. 

"As I was Ira •eling 
around the counl ry, I 
saw some other li vtstock 
equipment, and 'ledded 
I'd get in busines• on my 
own building cattle dip 
vats, and then h) draulic 
chutes,'J Bowmrur. com~ 

mented. 
Using his desiga, Bow

man had other W< lders 
build the livestocl < qllip
ment to his specifi,, lions. 
"The word got aroun I that 
this equipment was built 
right and worked, so it 
wasn't hard to se:l," he 
remarked. 

Soon, he had his own 
plant producing the 
equipment and hired ad
ditional salesmen to help 

with merchandizing. 
"I have 9,300 hours o:' 

airplane flying time, s< 1. 

did quite a bit of travel )\' 
air," Bowman related. "I 
even flew myself and oth
er cowboys to some rodeos 
to compete as far away as 
Montana and Sonth Da
kota. I could count it as 
business expense." 

While his rodeo career 
ran for 2B years, ending in 
1978, Bowman was still 
steer wrestling on his then 
19-year-old Deb in Old 
Tin>ers Rodeos that year. 
Although, he claimed, "I 
plumb quit then,'' that 
isn't completely accurate. 

Bowman was called 
back into action as a ranch 
rodeo team member a few 
tin>es. "I couldn't find 
anybody to ride the bro:IC 
for my team at the ranch 
rodeo in Strong City, so 
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when I was 57 years old I 
ended up riding the bronc 
and placed fourth out of 
17 riders," he revealed. 

along with the drole 
working facility. In 1966, 
the company was called 
Bowman Hydra Vi t and 
was located in Fn ·n out. At another ranch rodeo 

in Council Grove, Bow
man was a member of the 
Muller Ranch team that 
placed second. 

Bown>an is the original 
manufacturer of the "hy
draulic squeeze chute," 
building the first one in 
1969, for Dinklage Cattle 
Company, Wisner, Neb., 

"From l966to l ~ 34, all 
cattle !>ad to be l<'s ed for 
sca!Jies, upon d. 'F nture 
to and from evt r: · tate," 
Bowman < xp] lined. 
"With the dippi11g v. It that 
we made and sold, cattle 
went into a ( C >ntinued 
on page 36) 
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(Continued ~.·rom 
page 35) cage that 
was lowered and raised, 
to keep scabies frc ,., 
spreading. The vats were 
eventually replaced with 
a shot or inoculation 
against scabies." 

In 1972, Bowman pur
chased Nebraska Steel 
Company in Fremont, 
and renamed it Bowman 
Steel and Fabrication 
Company. 

Returning to Kansas 
in 1986, Bowman relo
Ci"1ted Bowman Livestock 
Equipment to Council 
Grove. "I bought a ranch 
on Four Mile Creek and 
leased some additional 
grass so we ran 250 cows 
and later ran yearlings," 
he stated. "! built an are
na there to practice team 
roping with other ranch
ers.'~ 

Then again in 2000 af
ter disnP ... "~~~ u1~ ranch 
n· ~uus, Bowman 
moved his company to 
Herington. "We did do 
the manufacturing, hut 
now I have the equipment 
built by another firm at 
Hutchinson, and I do the 
selling," he qualified. 

Bowman Livestock 
Equipment manufactures 
hydraulic squeeze chutes, 
processing areas, endless 
panels, circle working 
areas and portable pan
els. Bowman also builds 
hydraulic elephant tilt 
chutes and built the first 
one for the Dickerson 
County Zoo, Springfield, 
Mo. 

~'This is my 41st year in 
the livestock equipment 
business, and sales have 
always related directly to 
~.:~,0. ~conc~y ~d -:.att!e 
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I'· ,fitability. The market 
is ac5nitely off now. It'll 
get better, but I just don't 
kno1M when," Bowman 
analyzea. 

While he's generally 
owned horses during his 
business career, Bowman 
mentioned, "I raised and 
trained several top cow 
horses when I was ranch
ing. I don't have any 
horses now though. I sold 
them about a year ago." 

Future of rodeo is 
strong, Bowman predict
ed. "The prize money is 
so much more than when 
I was contesting, but the 
overhead is higher too," 
he evaluated. "Today's 
cowboys are real athletes, 
and the livestock is rank
er now, than when I was 
riding." 

Realizing the de-
pressed pnces of horse::; 

a. this point, the cowboy 
1 "If they can 

get that . · '" deal 
straightened out, ,. · ' 
help a lot. I heard they 
are putting a plant in 
Montana. It will still take 
some time to get the num
bers in line. This tough 
economy is just hard on 
everything." 

Looking toward con
tinuation of his livestock 
equipment sales, Bow
man and his wife watch 
Professional Bull Riders 
events regularly on tele
vision and follow the Pro
fessional Rodeo Cowboys 
Association and the Na
tional Finals in addition 
to attending local ranch 
rodeos. 

They'll likely also be 
in the bleachers at the 
Flint Hills Rodeo in 
Strong City, June 5-6-7, 

with Bowman fondly re
membering his days of 
competition. 

A fishing pole and dip 
net are beside the porch 
door and a bass boat is 
hooked to his big red 
pickup not 200 yards 
from th" l.1ke shore, so 
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this ole cowboy and his 
pretty bride may have 
their Gone Fishin' sign up 
these days as frequently 
as Jim Bowman used to 
crawl down in the buck
in' chute or jump from 
his fast-running horse to 
tackle a getaway steer. 


