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When most of the modern 
 public think of a cattle 
 producer, they more 

than likely picture a scene similar 
to something one might see in 
“Lonesome Dove” — a cowboy 
riding across a vast pasture 
behind hundreds of cattle. Now, 
most would agree that today 
that type of scene is harder and 
harder to come by. Improving 
technologies and a need for 
the quick and convenient have 
pushed the industry in a new 
direction, and although we may 
watch old Westerns with nostalgia, 
the ranching industry is moving 
further from the “cowboy way.”

But, depending on the personal 
preference of the cattleman and, 
oftentimes, the geographical 
location and topography of the 
ranch, some ranchers still head out 
the door at dawn and saddle up a 
horse rather than turn the key on 
a motorized vehicle. 

Four legs
Admittedly, it is hard to find a 
ranch that doesn’t use an all-
terrain vehicle (ATV) for some 
ranching activities, and Gordon 

Jamison of Jamison Herefords, 
Quinter, Kan., is no exception. He 
and his brother, Rusty, manage 
the operation together, and for 
nearly all of the cattle handling, 
they and their help are horseback. 
Gordon says, “We do use 
4-wheelers occasionally, especially 
for checking cattle, but we don’t 
move them much at all with a 
4-wheeler. We’ve found that we 
can keep the cattle a lot quieter 
with a horse if the cattle are used 
to them, simply because you can 
handle the cattle so much better.” 

Most cattlemen would agree, 
when it comes to handling 
cattle, a good, broke cow horse 
has no equal. An animal that is 
specifically bred to watch a cow 
and help the rider hold her or 
maneuver her is going to have the 
advantage over a machine that 
can only respond to its driver. 
Gordon says, “We’ve found that 
one-on-one you can’t do much 
with a 4-wheeler unless you just 
want to really joust the cow. 
She’ll always be able to out turn a 
4-wheeler, and she knows it.” 

The cow also knows there are 
parts of many ranches where one 
just can’t go with four wheels. 
Gordon says, “The cows learn all 
the stream crossings and the rocky 
bluffs, and everything that they 
know you are going to get bluffed 
on, and they will take those 
options.” If they learn you can’t 
follow them on the ATV, they will 
take those options every time. 

Although Boyd Dvorak of 
Dvorak Herefords, Lake Andes, 
S.D., doesn’t use horses much 
anymore, he agrees that a horse 
can be a powerful cattle-handling 
tool. “Personally, when you are 
handling cattle, I like using 
horses better. You aren’t going 
to overwork a cow or overpower 
a cow with a horse, just for 
the simple fact of you can’t do 
anymore than what your horse is 
capable of.” 

Boyd adds, “When you are 
handling cattle on a 4-wheeler, 
the cow has the ability to stop and 
get by that 4-wheeler, so you need 
to leave some distance there or 
overrun them, whereas a horse 
seems to understand what those 
cattle are going to do. It’s easier 
to handle them; they understand 
each other better, and you can 
stop on a dime.” 

The cowboy way 
is changing.
by Sara Gugelmeyer
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HORSE 
      OR 
HORSEPOWER?

Covering big, rough country is no trouble for a well-broke ranch horse like this Jamison-
owned gelding.
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Training a horse to stop on a 
dime is quite a bit more difficult 
than grabbing the brake on an 
ATV, something that is not lost 
on Gordon. In recent years he has 
started raising quarter horses and 
selling them as a complementary 
enterprise to his cattle business. 
In the Jamisons’ fall sale, the 
family offers about 70 head of 
broodmares, weanlings, yearlings, 
started horses and seasoned 
ranch horses in conjunction with 
Hereford females. 

The Jamisons’ ranch horse 
business provides them with 
ample horses for cattle work, and 
the two enterprises work well 
together. Gordon says, “We need 
to get our cattle worked, and it’s 
excellent training for the horses, 
so they kind of fit hand in glove.” 
This approach also allows them 
to offer horses for sale that are 
already broke and ready to go to 
work on their new owner’s outfit. 

The ranch horse business has 
worked for the Jamisons, but 
it’s a long-term commitment to 
raise a horse, feed it until it’s old 
enough to be ridden, then spend 
time and effort training it before 
you can ever ride off and get a 
job done efficiently. That time 
commitment is something Boyd 
Dvorak hasn’t been able to make 
in the last few years. 

Four wheels
For him, the convenience of using 
an ATV has drawn him away 
from horses, although it was not 
necessarily a choice he wanted 
to make. He and his wife, Jennie, 
were avid ropers, spending several 
nights a week practicing and 
for many years, every weekend 
competing. In fact, the two met at 
a roping competition. For several 
years they even took in outside 
horses to train for others and used 
the horses on the ranch. Boyd says 
they were riding up to six horses a 
day at times. 

But time constraints and other 
commitments simply forced them 
to ride less and less. He says, 
“Then came a lot more outside 
work with more cows, more haying 
and more crop acres, and then 
came kids, and her job took more 
time too.” Now, they do a lot more 
cattle work on an ATV. 

“It’s nice to be able to zip from 
point A to point B in a hurry,” 

Boyd says of using the ATV. “It 
just saves time, like getting around 
when you’re tagging calves. 
You can throw a box of calving 
supplies on it quick, run out and 
check the cow. If there’s nothing 
going on, you just shut it off.” 

Gordon admits people are 
drawn to the convenience of an 
ATV. “I think it’s maybe a part 
of the world that we live in today 
that everyone goes for the quick 
and instant,” he says. “A 4-wheeler 
is easy to start, usually, and it’s 
always there.” 

However, ATVs are not without 
their disadvantages, Boyd says, 
“The problem we see is when you 
get out there and all of a sudden 
you see something that has a bad 
foot or pink eye or something that 
you need to treat.  There you are 
and you have no way to doctor it, 
so then it’s back to load your pony 
and get a loop over them to get 
them doctored.” 

Using an ATV can be good 
or bad depending on the 
situation and what you’re trying 
to accomplish, but ATVs often 
excite cattle much easier. Another 
disadvantage to an ATV, as well  
as a horse, is the possibility of  
an accident. 

Another option
John Ridder, of Falling Timber 
Hereford Farm, Marthasville, 
Mo., avoids those accidents with 
his family’s method of cattle 
handling. John and his father and 
partner, Glenn, use a rotational 
grazing plan with small paddocks 
and small groups of cows. “Our 
cows are real tame and we just call 
them into the next paddock and 
they get so used to that they will 
follow us anywhere,” he says.

Of course, the Ridders’ area 
lends itself well to this method 
because of the abundance of 
grass on their river hills. With 
large quantities of forage and 
tight grazing management, they 
are able to run about one cow per 
1.75 acres. With about 40 cows 
per bunch and eight paddocks 
in a rotation, their paddock sizes 
range from three to 10 acres. In 
such small areas, taking the time 
to saddle a horse to move the cows 
would be silly, and running them 
out with ATVs is unnecessary 
when the Ridders can just call the 
cows and they will quietly walk 
into the next paddock.

John explains they taught the 
cows to come when called by using 
a bale of alfalfa, but now the cows 

come willingly. The calves learn 
the drill with their mothers, so 
any retained are already trained 
as well. 

They typically move the cows 
every four to five days. John says of 
the process, “It is a piece of cake. 
If something doesn’t come up, 
there’s a reason it didn’t come up. 
They’re either stuck in a ditch or 
hurt or something. We call them 
through and count them coming 
through the gate every time.”

Even with this management 
style, John says they prefer to 
use an ATV , instead of a horse, 
when necessary. For them, their 

continued on page 48...

Side-by-side ATV models like this John Deere Gator are useful for a variety of ranching tasks and can be a more fuel-efficient 
substitute for a pickup. 

“It’s a step into the 
past and for me 
there is no greater 
satisfaction than 
going out and 
working a good 
horse on a cow. It’s 
a link with another 
way of life.”

— Gordon Jamison
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preferences are more of a 
product of their region and 
the way they were raised. He 
says, “We stem from farmers, 
not cowboys, I guess.”

Farmer or cowboy, calling 
cattle through the gate is 
simply not an option in bigger 
country when pasture sizes 
are typically closer to 1,000 
acres than 10. That fact 
leaves cattlemen choosing 
between four legs and four 
wheels. And, it seems more 
and more choose wheels. 
Gordon says he believes, 
“It’s because there are less 
and less cowboys in the 
world and less and less 
understanding of a horse.” 
He continues, “A good 
horse is a tremendous asset: 
a poor horse is like no 
horse at all. I think a lot of 
people have used substandard 
horses, tried them and didn’t 
get along well, and every 
4-wheeler is alike.”

It’s true that most ATVs 
are similar to operate whereas 
horses can sometimes be 
tricky and have a mind of 
their own. It’s also true 
that when people have an 
accident with an ATV, they 
understand the problem has 
to be operator error but when 
they have a bad experience 
on a horse, it’s much easier to 
blame the cause on the horse 
and never ride again.

It really comes down 
to what each individual 
enjoys. “It’s a step into the 
past,” Gordon says, “and 
for me there is no greater 
satisfaction than going out 
and working a good horse on 
a cow. It’s a link with another 
way of life, and I thoroughly 
enjoy it.”

Just like more and more 
ranch- or farm-raised 
children are finding other 
ways of life instead of 
returning to the family 
operation, the popularity of 
ATVs is a sign of the times. 
And one must wonder, what 
will happen to the long-held 
tradition of the American 
cowboy? John says during 
an internship in South 
Dakota, he experienced the 
cowboy way. “I don’t think 
the cowboy image is going 
anywhere because it’s a way 
of life,” he says. “They teach 
their kids how to rope when 
they are 4 or 5 years old, and 
they all take pride in their 
ability to cowboy.”

So while the cowboy 
may occasionally hop onto 
an ATV to do something 
quickly, traditional horseback 
ranching will always prevail 
for some. John says, “I don’t 
think the cowboy image is 
going anywhere out West. 
I think it’s bred into them 
and it’s there to stay.” And 
for the rest, there’s always 
“Lonesome Dove.”  HW

Regardless of whether you prefer four wheels or four legs, it’s important 
to have the proper ATV or horse to get the job done. Time is money, so 
there’s no point in wasting time with equipment that’s not right for you. 
Here are some tips for choosing an ATV or a ranch horse that will best 
suit you. 

ATV 
Just like personal preferences in pickups, most ATV riders prefer 
certain brands. The most common six brands are Arctic Cat, Kawasaki, 
Honda, Polaris, Suzuki and Yamaha. Each company has a variety of 
models available. 

 When choosing which model is right for you, consider which 
features you need for the job you are trying to accomplish. Before 
arriving at the dealership, it’s important to have an idea of whether 
you want four-wheel drive or two-wheel drive or new or used, what 
motor size you need, and any other options you may want. 

 • If you are expecting to ride in wet or rough terrain, you will 
probably want a four-wheel drive model. If not, a two-wheel 
drive will keep things simple and less expensive. 

 • Another way to save money is to buy a used ATV; on the other 
hand,  if you are not mechanically inclined or do not want to risk 
spending time and money on possible breakdowns, a new ATV 
will come with a warranty. 

 • For an adult rider, motor size will typically range from 300 cubic 
centimeters (cc) to 800 cc. Exactly what you plan to use the ATV 
for will dictate the size of motor needed. If you just plan to use it 
to move or gather cattle, a 300 cc motor will suffice. If you plan to 
pull anything with it, you may want to consider a larger motor.  

 • Also important to consider is whether you will also want to use the 
ATV for recreational activities. Long hours on the trail may leave 
you wanting more comforts. Other options that may be worth the 
extra cost are power steering and/or independent rear suspension. 

 • Just like a car or pickup, it’s important to test-drive the ATV to 
make sure you are comfortable riding it and like how it handles. 

 • A new ATV many companies are producing is what they call a 
“side-by-side” model. These models typically seat anywhere from 
two to four people and usually have a small dump bed but also 
have the same features as a traditional ATV. Although much more 
expensive than regular models, they can be useful for a variety of 
jobs which you may typically use a full-sized pickup for. 

Ranch horse
With little exception, buying a ranch horse is like buying any other type 
of equipment. You are going to get what 
you pay for. But also like anything else, it’s 
important to know what you need.  

Cattleman and horseman Gordon 
Jamison of Jamison Herefords and Quarter 
Horses near Quinter, Kan., says make sure 
you find a reputable source for quality 
horses. “The worst possible scenario is 
going to the local horse sale,” he says. 
Typically, anything sold there is going to 
have problems or cause problems. Just like 
buying cattle, check out the person you are 
considering buying a horse from; ask him for 
names and numbers of satisfied customers. 

If you’ve been thinking about buying 
a horse for any reason, now is probably 
the best time. The horse slaughter ban 
has dropped the bottom out of the horse 

market, making it possible to find a decent horse for a smaller price 
than a few years ago, but the market for really nice horses hasn’t 
really been affected. With that said, the price will depend on each 
individual, but a person can typically find a young, started horse for 
approximately $2,000 and up and an older more finished horse for 
$4,000 and up. The following factors will affect the price and should be 
considered before buying:

 • Level of training: This is typically the most important factor in 
determining the price of the horse, and unless you have the time 
and knowledge to train the horse yourself, a more finished horse 
will be worth the extra money every time. If you buy a green 
horse and expect to be able to use it on the ranch right away, you 
will likely be disappointed and end up spending more sending the 
horse to a trainer than if you would have bought a ready-to-use 
horse in the beginning. Also remember inexperienced horses and 
inexperienced riders almost always result in trouble. 

 • Age: Typically, the older the horse the more expensive it will 
be until the horse reaches an age when its use will be limited.  
Usually, because age is linked to level of training; in general, a 
younger horse will be less experienced. 

 • Disposition: It’s important to be honest about your skill level 
when shopping for a horse. A quieter, more gentle horse may be 
a little more expensive, but it will be well worth the extra dollars 
when you need to catch him out of the pasture and get a job 
done without worry.

 • Pedigree and ability: These two go together because they are 
inextricably linked. Just like cattle, a horse that has a proven 
pedigree will cost more. Also just like cattle there are some sire 
and dam lines that are known to make better ranch horses than 
others. If you are planning to use the horse for competitions like 
cutting, roping or others, or for breeding, this will be a bigger 
consideration in your decision; otherwise, it may be best to save 
your money and buy a gentle, more broke horse. 

 • Color and conformation: Because of popularity, some horses 
will cost more just because of their color. These would include 
roans, buckskins, duns, palominos and grays. But, if color doesn’t 
matter to you, this is a great place to cut some dollars.  A sorrel or 
bay horse of the same caliber may cost a lot less. Conformational 
flaws like a long head or slightly crooked legs will usually reduce 
the price. But, if you aren’t planning to use the horse for breeding 
and the flaw doesn’t affect its performance, you shouldn’t be 
concerned. Of course, this decision is up to each owner’s personal 
preference. Most buyers want a horse they can show off at the 
neighbor’s branding or gathering.  

 • Sex: Most ranchers prefer to use geldings. The reasoning is some 
mares will act differently when in heat, and if you mix geldings and 
mares in a pasture together, the geldings often become attached 
and act up when asked to leave the mares. Consequently, ranch 
horse geldings will usually be more expensive. But, if you are willing 
to work around these problems, a mare can be a great value. 

Take these factors into consideration when determining what type 
of ranch horse will fit you best. And, if you are buying a horse that’s 
broke to ride, be sure to watch the seller ride it, and if possible, ride 
it yourself before making the deal. Also, if a considerable amount of 
money is involved or if something is suspect, it is commonplace for 

the prospective buyer to rule out future 
problems with a vet check. 

Remember a good ranch horse is often 
a long-term investment that, unlike an 
ATV, may appreciate in value. Gordon says, 
“The thing that a horse will do is, you can 
use him for as much as 15 or sometimes 
maybe more years, and he really won’t 
depreciate in value; in fact, he might 
even upgrade some. The good horses are 
extremely valuable now, so if you are able 
to put three or four years on one and really 
finish him, you can take a $4,000 horse 
and make an $8,000 horse out of him.” 

Also consider you likely will remember 
and appreciate a good horse or ATV long 
after you have forgotten how much it 
cost.  HW

Buying tips

...Horse or Horsepower? continued from page 47

Ph
o

to
 b

y
 J

a
y

 G
eo

r
G

e


