Steamboat—UW’s Famous Horse-Athlete

The rider is unidentified but the horse depicted by the 14-foot bronze sculpture next to the Arena-Auditorium is the legendary Steamboat, one of Wyoming’s greatest “athletes.”  For more than a decade just after the turn of the 20th century, Steamboat became a legend as “the horse that couldn’t be ridden.” 


Born in Wyoming, the famous rodeo bucking horse was raised by Frank Foss. Steamboat, wild even in his youth, resisted the branding iron and, in so doing, struck his nose, breaking a small piece of the bone.  Sam Moore, foreman of the Swan Company, bought the young horse and trimmed away the protruding bone. The horse was left with a peculiar whistle. Cowboy Jimmy Danks told the Swan foreman that the horse “sounds like a steamboat.”  With that, the bucking horse had a name.


Steamboat made his first public appearance in a rodeo in Denver in 1901. For the next 13 years, he rarely allowed a cowboy to ride him to time. A rare exception, ironically, was Clayton Danks, the brother of the man who named Steamboat. Clayton Danks won the world championship at Cheyenne Frontier Days in 1907 by riding Steamboat.


As the prize bucking horse of Irwin Brothers, rodeo contractors from Laramie County, Steamboat made what was to be his last rodeo appearance at Salt Lake City in 1914.  After the show, a lightning storm caused the rodeo stock, held in a wire enclosure, to spook. In the ensuing melee, Steamboat received a serious wire cut. The Irwin Brothers brought Steamboat back to Cheyenne but he didn’t recover from the blood poisoning caused by the cut.  


Controversy still rages as to whether or not Steamboat is the horse portrayed on the Wyoming license plate. The famous bucking bronc is immortalized on the University of Wyoming campus. In 1990, the 14-foot bronze sculpture, “Fanning a Twister,” by Cody sculptor Peter Fillerup was dedicated during homecoming festivities. It is a fitting tribute to one of Wyoming’s greatest horses and toughest athletes.

--Phil Roberts

