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As the days shorten, the nights begin to crisp, polo season wraps up and children head back to school, summer closes and the
calendar flips to fall. A marker of this transition is the celebration of Labor Day. In Big Horn, at the Big Horn Equestrian
Center, folks flock from miles around to enjoy the weekend in “Old West” style at Don King Days. Twenty-seven years ago, a
group of local ranchers and ropers decided to organize an event that embodied the traditions and heritage of the Sheridan area. The event
pays tribute to the one man who fits the description of what they wanted to celebrate — Don King. Activities include bronc riding, steer
roping, polo and the World Championship Blacksmiths Horseshoeing Contest. When the events wrap up, Paul Bogart will keep the
celebration going with musical entertainment in the clubhouse. The lack of fences, barriers or chutes makes the rodeo events unique. All
activities are conducted out on the polo field, creating the feel of being out on the open range. In the Old West, before barbwire fences
were introduced, horses were broke to ride out on the prairie, and cattle were doctored and

branded out on the prairie. Don King Days’ events are reminiscent of those days.
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Don King was born August 26, 1923, in Douglas, Wyoming. By his mid-teenage years he
was working on ranches and at rodeos, while learning
leather carving in his spare time. He sold the belts and
wallets that he made to other cowboys. As he neared his
twenties, he advanced to working in saddle shops and on
ranches in California, Montana and Arizona. In 1946 he .
returned to Wyoming, got married and settled in Sheridan. Don King Days photos
. . . . . . courtesy of Jake Brooks,
He completed his apprenticeship, working under his friend, http://jakebrooks.net
expert saddle maker, Rudy Mudra. He acquired a 200-acre
ranch and raised cattle and horses while working part-time in the saddle shop. By 1957 he devoted all of his time to making saddles and
tooling leather. During the mid-1950s, most saddle makers were tooling very large, loose floral patterns. Don King developed his own
carving pattern characterized by small wild roses, nestled in delicate circles of leaves and coiling stems. The
roses started in a frontal view, and as Don’s craft was refined, the roses were presented in a variety of
different angles throughout the designs. Unusually deep stamping was used to create more three-dimensional
depth to the design, and he emphasized the detail of the lines more than shading. The wild rose design was
coined the “Sheridan Style” of carving. Using his “Sheridan Style,” Don built ornamental trophy saddles for
the Rodeo Cowboys Association, Cheyenne Frontier Days, Pendleton Roundup, Bill Eaton Days, and the
Rocky Mountain Quarter Horse Association. He was also awarded the PRCA World Champion Saddle
contract for six years. In 1963, King’s Saddlery was established on Main Street in Sheridan. In addition to
the saddlery he began making ropes. Don King was the first to twist rope for left handed ropers. He also
designed a pattern for a high-quality skid boot for horses. Today, King’s Ropes
offers 400 varieties of ropes. Don King’s Sheridan Style legacy has been carried
on by his apprentices, which include his four sons, Bruce, Bill, Bob and John, and
also by Jim Johnson, who has been carving leather at King’s for 43 years now.
Bruce King has been working at King’s since 1972. He oversees the King
operation, but no longer builds saddles. Bruce’s brother Bill owns and operates
Sheridan’s Bozeman Trail Gallery, next door to King’s. Don King passed away
in Sheridan, after battling cancer, on July 28, 2007. He is greatly missed.
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