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Never Too Late:

A PRCA Photographer’s Odyssey
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STORY AND PHOTOS BY ALYN BRERETON

Here I am sitting in a Modesto hospital waiting room in March 2018 while my
brother-in-law recovers from a complicated surgery. It’s a serious matter.
My wife, my brother-in law’s younger sister, is in the ICU tending to her brother’s
needs. I look around the room hoping to find something to occupy my time and
distract me from the soberness of the moment. Involved surgery is never a thing
to take lightly, and recovery can often be long and difficult.
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I spot a copy of the local newspaper and give it a read. I
come across a small section in the paper that lists upcoming
events in the local area and the greater (Stanislaus County)
surroundings. I find an announcement about the upcoming
event of a small-town rodeo that will take place in La Grange
later that month.
This caught my attention because it is the rodeo I attended
growing up in the Roberts Ferry community. Roberts Ferry is
a rural, farming and ranching environment that lies 20 miles
east of Modesto. The small Gold Rush town of La Grange
lies 10 miles further east where cattle-ranching country reigns
supreme. Both the Robert Ferry and La Grange communities
feature land that has been handed down from one generation
to the next for over a century and a half, from the mid-1800s
until present times.
As farm labor and ranch work were all the summer jobs
available to a young male living there during his teenage years,
this is what I did. To earn money for each school year ahead,
as well as to save money to purchase my first car at the age
of 16, farm and ranch work were the only options available.
My father-in-law was a cowboy. My wife’s family was part of
the Roberts Ferry and La Grange cattle-ranching tradition.
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In the spring of each year, when the La Grange rodeo came
around, she and her siblings would tag along with their father
while he helped run the day’s activities.
Of course, many years had passed since then. But with family
tradition in mind, I realized the time was right for me to do
something special for my brother-in-law’s recovery: Shoot
an action shot at the rodeo for old times sake. Then I would
choose one image, have it matted and framed, and present it
to him as a get-well gift when he returned home. Even though
I had never photographed a rodeo before, I had shot many
other genres over the years and I decided to give it a go. And
so I went.
My odyssey began at the La Grange Rodeo on Sunday,
March 25, 2018. After a full day of photographing, I was
“hooked.” I decided to become a pro-rodeo photographer,
a carded member of the Professional Rodeo Cowboys
Association (PRCA).
This is not an easy task. It’s hard work. With people and stock
everywhere, dirt and dust abounds, often with temperatures
reaching 100 degrees or more during summer months. It takes
lots of effort and determination. Mind you, I was nearly 70 years
old at the time; not a young lad by any means.
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Nonetheless, it was a goal I set for myself. I was not ready
for the “front-porch rocking chair” just yet. But I did have to
step up, or “cowboy up” as the saying goes.
In order to become a PRCA photographer, strict guidelines must
be followed. You have to complete a membership application that
must be notarized and accompanied by a nonrefundable $300
evaluation fee. You have to upload a file with 20 photos in color
or black and white representing the professional sport of rodeo.
You must also submit two letters of recommendation, one from a
former PRCA photographer of the year or a finalist in the contest
in the past three years, and also from a PRCA photographer with
at least 10 years of experience.
If your portfolio is accepted and your letters are received, you’ll
get a PRCA permit, which costs $300 for membership and a
required annual group insurance plan. Then you’re expected
to complete at least five PRCA rodeo contracts before being
considered for card status. Oh, and you also must submit ALL
photos taken at each of the five rodeos, along with all related
documentation. The rules say, “Failure to do so will result in
forfeit of rodeo worked.” The photographer must also participate
in an arena evaluation with a current PRCA card-holding
photographer.
After all that, after a review of the submitted photographs and
evaluation, the permit holder is either approved or denied for
full PRCA photographer status. If approved, the photographer
can renew his dues paying membership every year and the
evaluation process “will be considered complete.”
I should note here that the La Grange Rodeo is not a PRCA
rodeo, but rather a rodeo sponsored by the California Cowboy
Professional Rodeo Association (CCPRC). The CCPRC is a
semi-pro organization that caters mostly to rodeo participants

who are just starting their sporting careers. But it includes
seasoned professionals on occasion.
La Grange, however, did provide me with the opportunity to
begin the PRCA application process, as did shooting at a number
of rodeos that followed over the next two years. I had to first
“pay my dues” — gain practical experience and build my rodeo
portfolio.
All total, rodeos shot at this stage are as follows:
La Grange Rodeo (CCPRA) — La Grange
March 25, 2018
Flying U Ranch Free Rough Stock School — Marysville
April 24, 2018
Bill Pickett Invitational Rodeo — Castro Valley
July 24, 2018
Professional Bull Riders (PBR) — Sacramento —
January 27, 2019
Fresno State College Rodeo — Clovis — March 9, 2019
La Grange Rodeo (CCPRA) — La Grange — April 6-7, 2019
Coarsegold Rodeo (CCPRA) — Coarsegold — May 3, 2019
Russian River Rodeo (CCPRA) — Duncan Mills
June 22, 2019
Bill Pickett Invitational Rodeo, Castro Valley — July 14, 2019
Lake County Roundup (PRCA) — Lakeview, Oregon
September 1, 2019
CCPRA Finals (CCPRA) — Clements — Sept. 21, 2019
Only after shooting at the above rodeos did I have enough
experience and an adequate portfolio to move forward. By the
end of the 2019 rodeo season, with substantial portfolio in hand
and peer reviewed, my letters were graciously written by two
highly experienced individuals. I was relieved. I could now begin
work toward getting my PRCA photographer card.
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Then came 2020 with COVID raging, which resulted in the
cancellation of the majority of the PRCA sponsored rodeos in
California. I had little choice but to sit out the 2020 rodeo season.
Instead, I was invited by a local rancher to photograph a roundup
and branding in the Warnerville area not far from where I grew
up. I wrote a short story about the event, accompanied it with a
number of photographs, and Stanislaus Magazine published it.
In 2021, I was back on track for my card. The PRCA rodeos
shot in last year were:
Veater Xtreme Broncs — Coarsegold — May 22
Glennville Rodeo — Glennville — June 13
Reno Xtreme Bulls — Reno, Nevada — June 17
Folsom Rodeo — Folsom — July 2-4
Sonoma County Wine Country Rodeo — Santa Rosa — July 31
Finally, the five critical PRCA rodeos were in the “bag,” with
just over 12,000 images shot in the process.

On Jan. 3, I officially became a fully carded PRCA photographer.
I had been admitted to an elite group of approximately 80
photographers that hold such stature. Only members of this
group are eligible to shoot at the 600 or so PRCA rodeos each
year in both the U.S. and Canada.
My goal was accomplished! It took four full years in the making.
But a proud pro rodeo photographer I became — age: 73 years,
6 months, 5 days.
I couldn’t have completed this odyssey without many people who
helped me along the way, including Carol Lawrence and my wife,
Kris, who has never questioned my sometimes crazy endeavors.
Here’s the lesson: It’s never too late to strive for and accomplish
one’s dreams, regardless of the obstacles presented, even at an
advanced age and with a worldwide pandemic raging.
Good luck and happy trails! SM

From the beginning of 2018 to the end of 2021, I ended up
shooting and submitting nearly 20,000 images for official
PRCA review and status consideration. These images came
from shooting the amateur, semi-pro and professional rodeos
listed above.

Alyn Robert Brereton enjoys
photographing all genres,
but photographing scenes of
traditional cowboy culture in the
American West is his speciality.
It’s also the environment in
which he was raised. Contact
him at his website: brerdog.com
or email him at alynbrereton@
comcast.net.

The time of reckoning had come. Would I succeed? Would
I be awarded the PRCA photographer card for which I had
strived so hard?
After much hard work and determination, as well as several
months of anxious anticipation, the all-important letter arrived.
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