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Horse lovers can usually 
remember that first time 
they needed an extra boost 
to make it into the saddle 
and begin what would be-
come a lifetime of riding. 
Perhaps inwardly shaking 
and trying to hide it, per-
haps overly confident and 
testing independence, the 
novice rider could count on 
someone with experience 
providing strong hands that 
simultaneously guided, 
provided a safety net, and 
knew when to intervene 
and when to let go. 

The University of Ten-
nessee at Martin Rodeo 
Team is long past those ear-
ly moments that led to the 
saddle bronc riding, bare 
back riding, bull riding, tie-
down roping, steer wres-
tling, team roping, barrel 
racing, breakaway roping, 
and goat tying for which 
they are now known. But 
the need for a little extra 
help now and then outside 
the arena is always appre-
ciated. 

That’s when the UTM 
Rodeo Booster Club steps 
in. Led by Katie White, now 
in her ninth year as club 
president, the Martin-based 
group provides everything 
from meals and housing, 
and helps with animals to 
behind the scenes support 
ensuring this week’s rodeo 
will once again vie for the 
Ozark Region’s “Rodeo 
of the Year,” a recognition 
that’s been UTM’s claim 
for more than a decade. 

Katie, having grown up 
in the rodeo world, under-
stands how to strike the 
balance between filling a 
“mom” function and mak-
ing first-time adventures as 
emerging adults fun. She is 
there to help raise funds for 
scholarships via barrel-rac-
ing fundraisers she and hus-
band Jamie produce with 
the help of booster club 
members as well as see to it 
that the team gets a booster 
club-prepared meal once a 
month, ads for the rodeo 
program are sold, auction 
items are collected, T-shirts 
are created, and all the ac-
tivities for rodeo week are 
covered by team members 
and volunteers. 

“We give the team a sec-
ond family to lean on,” she 
explains of the environment 
booster club members help 
to create. “When they [ro-
deo team members] come 
to school they are indepen-
dent for first two weeks and 
then reality hits. With ro-
deos, schoolwork, no mom 
and dad … it’s overwhelm-
ing. The booster club adopts 
them. If they want to talk, 
have a meal; if they want to 
ride or practice, we won’t 
take mom and dad ‘s posi-
tion but we are here, and 
they don’t have to worry. If 
mom and dad is far away, 
we are here.”

Booster club members 
are filling the positions vis-
itors to the rodeo see at ev-
ery corner of the what has 
become one of the largest 
college rodeo events east of 
the Mississippi. But before 
the week arrives, members 
like Steve and Winnie Tay-
lor have not only sold ads 
for the rodeo program, 
Winnie also has cooked 
lots of meals for the kids, 
and Steve hires several to 
work at his place.

Club member Mike 

Pierce can be seen closing 
the chutes for the rodeo 
while wife Jackie is selling 
T-shirts or “anything they 
need us to do,” she said. 

During additional events 
like the UTM Winter Se-
ries, produced as a dona-
tion by the Whites’ com-
pany JK Productions, the 
Pierces help feed the staff, 
and along with other club 
members, fill various roles 
throughout the four week-
ends that raise $10-12,000 
each year. 

“The kids are the draw. 
They are away from home. 
If they need us, we can be 
there,” Jackie explains of 
the bond between booster 
club and rodeo team mem-
bers. In addition, she notes, 
“We’ve got horse sense, 
and if we don’t know how 
to do something, we know 
someone who does.”

Some club members have 
arenas where team mem-
bers can practice. Some 
have livestock they loan for 
honing their sport. 

Barbara and James Da-
vis offer their home. For 23 
years, they’ve housed more 
than 300 team members in 
their 5-bedroom house off 
of Old Troy Road outside 
of Martin and in the two 
trailers they keep on their 
property just six miles from 
campus. 

House parenting came as 
the result of a request from 
a desperate cowboy who 
called a couple of decades 
ago and asked if they had 

ever considered renting 
rooms. They had, Barbara 
said, but they had won-
dered if the kids would like 
it or feel too much like they 
were living at home. 

After he moved in and the 
enterprise exploded with 
as many as 10-12 residing 
there at any given time, the 
couple learned that “living 
at home” was exactly what 
they wanted. 

Supper is always provid-
ed by Barbara. Breakfast 
and lunch are grab-and-go 
and leftover affairs. And 
most days, the house is full 
with either those renting or 
other team members who 
are dropping by. 

“They think this is their 
home, which is what we 
want them to do,” Barbara 
shared. “They raid the re-
frigerator. My husband’s 
tools are there for the tak-
ing … and the returning. 
They always show back 
up.” 

Booster club members 
for 50 years, since just af-
ter the group was formed, 
the roles the couple has 
claimed don’t end at room 
and board. Housing horses 
and providing life lessons 
are also included. Barbara 
confesses that one boy 
still has problems with the 
washing machine as he is 
learning to do laundry, and 
James reminds her of one 
of the young women whom 
she’s taught to cook.  

Laughing at the recollec-
tion, she recalls that one of 

her cooking students went 
home for Thanksgiving 
determined to prepare her 
family’s holiday dinner. 

“She was on the phone 
with me all day long, but 
she got it done,” Barbara 
proudly noted then con-
cluded, “We’ve had some 
experiences, I’m telling 
you.” 

Last year club members’ 
commitment translated 
into the club raising nearly 
$24,000 which resulted in 
$18,000 going directly to 
scholarships and the re-
mainder used to purchase a 
four-wheeler, water wagon, 
and roping dummies as well 
as helping roof the practice 
facility. 

The club’s impact is im-
mense in comparison to 
the membership size – 50 
members with around 15 
that are “really active,” 
Katie says, however add-
ing, “Some can’t come for 
everything, but I know they 
can come for certain events 
like cooking crawfish. We 
may not see them all the 
time, but they come for the 
one thing, and we count on 
them. That’s their job.” 

With accolades continu-
ing to mount for the annual 
rodeo and scholarships 
continuing to be distrib-
uted, one might say, “and a 
job well done.”

The 51st annual Univer-
sity of Tennessee at Martin 
Spring College Rodeo is 
set for today (Thursday) 
through Saturday at the 
Ned Ray McWherter Agri-
cultural Pavilion and NW 
(Doc) Robinson Arena. The 
UT Martin Rodeo, which 
has been spotlighted as the 
Ozark Region’s “Rodeo of 
the Year” for 13 straight 
years, begins at 7:30 p.m. 
on all three dates.
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Booster Club members offer home away from home

Katie White, center foreground, with the 2018-2019 UTM Rodeo Team


