
Legendary Pick up Man                                                                By Dianne Finstad
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Pick up Man
By Dianne Finstad

W
hen a cowboy nods in the rodeo chute, for the 

next few seconds all eyes are glued on the duel 

between the rider and the stock. But the instant 

the whistle blows, a new drama begins. The stars may be less 

heralded, but their skills are finely tuned. 

As these hands move into place to 
safely retrieve the cowboy and get 
the bucking horse back to the pen, 
often the crowd is too busy analyzing 
the last ride to truly appreciate the 
finesse on display. 

Such is the lot of the pick up men 
in rodeo. Quietly, they play a vital 
role protecting cowboys and live-
stock and keeping a performance 
running without a hitch.

Canadian cowboys and pro 
rodeo fans have been blessed with 
an abundance of these skilled 
professionals. One of the closest 

races for CFR personnel is for the 
pick up men. At the Finals, on both 
sides of the border, the man most 
often requested by the world’s top 
cowboys is Gary Rempel.

Rempel has parlayed his talents 
into a full-time profession, some-
thing very few have been able to do. 
In November, the 57-year-old took 
part in his 11th Canadian Finals 
Rodeo, tying the record set by Wayne 
Vold. In December, he worked his 
sixth National Finals Rodeo.

In an already stellar career, 
Rempel marks several other mile-

stones this summer; in May, he 
was honoured at Maple Creek for 
his 25th year of picking up at the 
Cowtown Pro Rodeo; this July, 
he’ll be picking up at his 25th 
Calgary Stampede.

Cowtown’s rodeo chairman, Tom 
Reardon, lined up a little ‘commo-
tion’ to mark the occasion: “We feel 
pretty fortunate to have had, argu-
ably, the world’s best pick up man 
for so many years.”

Reardon recollects the first time 
he saw Rempel at work. “He had 
been working with Jerry Myers, 
and the first time I saw him picking 
up was at the Lancer Rodeo. Was I 
impressed? Instantly. In the rodeo 
world, smooth is pretty. He’s been 
smooth since day one.” 

Winston Bruce agrees. As 
manager of the Calgary Stam-
pede at the time, Bruce needed 

Gary at Hand Hills 
Rodeo. “The alkali 
lake just east of 
the rodeo grounds 
was plum dry that 
year,” recalls Gary. 
“The wind started 
blowing that day 
and it was just like 
a snowstorm. The 
flagger couldn’t 
even see the calf 
ropers. They only 
stopped the rodeo 
during the odd 
whiteout. The dust 
was awful salty 
and it took a lot of 
beer that night to 
wash it down.” This 
Sarah Timmons’ 
photo was 
selected as one 
of the Top Rodeo 
Photographs of the 
Year.
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help when his long-time pick up 
man Gerald Shockey was stricken 
with a brain tumour. Shockey 
himself recommended Rempel as a 
replacement.

“I watched him at the Maple 
Creek bucking horse sale, and he did 
really well,” recalls Bruce. “So I hired 
him for that summer’s Stampede.” 

It was a life-changing deal for 
Rempel, who’s been a fixture at the 
Greatest Outdoor Show on Earth 
ever since.

As a world champion bronc 
rider, and 33 years as the Stampede 

manager, Bruce knows what it’s like 
in both saddles. A pick up man “can 
make a big difference in the perfor-
mance, and in the longevity of the 
stock,” adds Bruce.

Rempel is purebred cowboy. He 
grew up on the famed Matador 
Community Pasture, east of Kyle, 
Sask. “My Dad started working 
there as a hired hand, became a 
foreman and then pasture manager. 
Altogether, he was there 42 years,” 
he says proudly. 

As the oldest of five children 
born to John and Mary Rempel, 

he always helped out with cattle 
work, often on board his first 
steed, a well-behaved Welsh pony 
named Papoose.

“Cowboying was all I ever 
wanted to do, and all I ever did. 
They had a hard time keeping me in 
school to learn to read and write,” 
he chuckles.

Being able to use a rope was 
part of the drill, so calf roping 
and team roping were in Rempel’s 
cowboy repertoire. But his rodeo 
goals never strayed; he saw what 
he wanted early on.

“Dad used to pick up for Jerry 
Myers, and I always kind of wanted 
to start.”

“There were always six or eight 
hired men at the pasture,” says 
Rempel, “and lots of them rode 
broncs. Every time Dad went away 
we bucked something, so I started 
picking up at home.”

Getting his first break in the 
arena was no slam-dunk. 

“Getting started was hard. Jerry 
was the only one around (doing 
rodeos) and he had his regular guys. 
I kept bugging Jerry for a job, and 
Dad talked to him, too. Finally, it 
just turned out there were a couple 
of rodeos he had that overlapped, 

Top
Gary (in the 
saddle) got an 
early start on 
his cowboy skills 
growing up on 
the Matador 
Community Pasture 
at Kyle, Sask. 
He remembers 
branding as many 
as 4,000 calves 
a season, usually 
in July when it 
was hot and the 
calves were big. No 
wonder he learned 
to rope so well. “It 
sure beat being 
on the wrassling 
crew!”

Bottom Left
Gary riding Quizno; 
picking up Dustin 
Flundra at the 
2008 CFR

Bottom Right
Rempel’s horse, 
Rainbow, squeezes 
in on a bareback 
bronc at the 
Calgary Stampede. 
“(Rainbow’s)  
20 now, and I’ve 
been using him 
since he was five. 
When I moved to 
Montana to work 
at a ranch, they 
told me to have a 
look at him. They 
weren’t using him 
because he was 
bucking everyone 
off. I could see 
he wasn’t really 
broncy. Bucking 
people off wasn’t 
the first thing on 
his mind. But he 
was spooky and 
wide-awake. I got 
him for a thousand 
dollars and was 
picking up off him 
the next spring. I 
spent a lot of time 
on him, but he’s 
the best horse I’ve 
ever had.”
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and I got to pick up. He hired me 
the next year.”

Rempel’s official debut came at a 
rodeo in Hallonquist, Sask., working 
with one of the early characters of 
the sport, Pete Aksomitis.

“He was one of those ol’ guys 
who liked a drink, and was a lot of 
fun. He was a master at one-liners, 
and never took things too serious.” 

“So I was basically self-taught, 
until I ended up going to Calgary 
and working with Wayne Vold. I 
learned the finer points of picking 
up from him. He was very good.”

Vold is known in pro rodeo for 
his bronc riding, his singing and 
now, his bucking stock. But in the 
late ’70s and early ’80s, Vold was the 
go-to guy for pick up men.

“Wayne hated to do things twice,” 
says Rempel. “It was important 
for him to do things right the first 
time, and to be at the right place at 
the right time. I also learned more 
from him about turning horses back 
when they buck, to make them buck 
better and earn more points. Wayne 
was a master at doing that.”

There’s teamwork involved in 
the duty; most rodeos use a duo. 

Rempel has worked with many pick 
up men over the years, but naturally 
gravitates towards working with his 
younger brother, Wade. The two 
have been at Calgary together for 
18 years, and worked three CFRs 
together, too.

“If you get a partner like Wade, 
that you’re on the same wavelength 
with, you can get the job done so 
much faster.”

Rempel and his wife, Jody, make 
their home on a quarter section at 
Fort Shaw, Montana. Rempel trains 
horses when he’s not working a 
rodeo, but time is tight.

“It’s gotten over the last year, 
picking up is pretty much all I do. It 
depends on the Finals I get, but for 
the last two or three years, I’ve done 
probably 130 to 140 performances 
a year. That’s almost every weekend 
of the summer.”

Along with the prestigious stops 
like the CFR and NFR, Rempel’s 
calendar includes Houston, Denver, 
San Antonio, the Montana Circuit 
Finals and the Dodge National 
Circuit Finals. 

Working that many rodeos 
means needing a lot of well-trained 
horses ready.

“I can take six in my trailer and 
there’s usually a couple at home, 
plus a couple of colts I’m trying to 
work into the mixture. I don’t buy 
pick up horses. I like to get the 

younger stuff and bring them on 
myself. I’ll sell a finished horse occa-
sionally, and move it on.”

While everything can run as 
smooth as silk during a perfor-
mance, a big part of the pick up 
man’s responsibility is to be there 
when things go wrong, to rescue a 
hung-up cowboy or keep stock away 
from a fallen rider.

“Oh, there’s been a lot of wrecks,” 
admits Rempel. “You just hope like 
heck you can get ’em handled. In a 
hang-up, the quicker you can do it, 
the better. The longer it goes on, the 
worse it is for everyone.”

Just as every rodeo competitor 
dreams to compete at the CFR and 
the NFR, it’s a goal of every pick 
up man work these prestige events. 
The thrill of being selected never 
gets old for Rempel.

His first CFR came in 1986; his 
first call to Las Vegas in 1998.

“The National Finals is some-
thing everyone has in the back of 
their minds. I’m pretty lucky, not 
many guys get to go. That first one, 
I was so worked up about, and it 
went so darn fast, I still can hardly 
remember it. I was pretty worried. 
You’ve just beat out a hundred other 
guys to be there and every critic in 
the world is watching. It was kind of 
a weird feeling. I didn’t even wear 
my (NFR) coat that year. I thought 
it would be like showing off. 

“I think about the second or third 
time I made the NFR, I finally got 
the feeling that maybe I belonged or 
fit in there.”

While the pick up man doesn’t 
get the limelight as much as the 
contestants, Gary Rempel is just as 
deserving of it, as he writes his own 
legend in the rodeo world. c

A ranch girl from south of Manyberries, 

Dianne Finstad has covered the sport of 

rodeo for 25 years. She is the Agriculture 

and Rodeo Director for KG Country Radio 

and makes her home in Red Deer.

Left
Gary (right) and 
his brother, fellow 
pick up man, 
Wade Rempel. 
“One of my biggest 
highlights was 
getting to work the 
CFR with Wade. We 
strived for that for 
a long time, and 
did it three years 
in a row.”

Right
Gary and his wife, 
Jody, on their 
Fort Shaw ranch. 
Jody, 1987 Miss 
Rodeo Washington, 
is involved in 
the Miss Rodeo 
America world as 
the state director 
for the Miss 
Rodeo Montana 
committee. She 
works at the 
television station 
in Great Falls. 

Best Seat In The House!

44 Canadian Cowboy Country  June/July 2009

Living Legends


