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Mexico’s national sport of charrería is practiced year-round by Mexican-

American communities across Texas.  Roughly 50 teams play across the state for a 

chance to compete with other U.S. and Mexican teams in annual tournaments.  The sport 

is a multi-staged competition in which teams of men and women are awarded points for 

the careful execution of 10 events.  These test horsemanship, lasso control, and bull and 

mare riding.  In both nations, riders must use sanctioned garb and horse tack.  But riders 

in the U.S. carry more than just the technical knowledge of the sport.  For central Texas 

teams outside of Austin, their participation in this culturally significant sport brings 

together their community.  It connects riders with their heritage and identity.  In this 

report, I profile two teams: the men’s team of El Herradero and the women’s team of El 

Rosario.  Both train and compete at Rancho Tres Potrancas outside of Austin, Texas.  The 

ranch is owned by local charrería association president and El Herradero captain, 

Roberto Chavira.  I discuss the sport and its history in Mexico and the U.S., but also how 

riders from the two Austin teams find a sense of community and unity through charrería. 
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 1 

Each of Oscar Martinez’s leather-gloved hands is clenched tightly as he attempts 

to stabilize himself atop an unruly and mobile perch.  He grasps onto the rail of an iron 

gate at his right side for support.  His left hand, positioned between his thighs, clasps a 

thin rope that is tied around the chest of the 1,000-pound Texas Longhorn bull on which 

he is seated.  It is his first bull ride at Rancho Tres Potrancas in Austin, Texas. 

Accompanying Martinez on this March night is a crowd of friends and family—

many of whom are professional charros, practitioners of the Mexican sport of charrería.  

Twenty one-year old Martinez is still in training to become a charro.  Some of his peers 

are standing.  Others are atop horses.  But all are drawn into a cluster at the cramped 

chute keeping Martinez’s agitated bull from exploding out into the corral of this small 

ranch on the outskirts of Austin. 

The other charros shout over one another in English and in Spanish: 

“Don’t be scared!” 

 “Agarate fuerte Oscar, fuerte!” 

“Sit right next to your hand and lean back!” 

Penetrating the din, Martinez distinguishes the voice of his friend and fellow 

charro-in-training, 18-year old Ruben Mendiola.  Looking up he sees Ruben calmly and 

resolutely motioning towards his right hand:  “Just fucking let your hand go and jump 

in.” 

Martinez responds, “let’s go” and sets the ride in motion.  The chute opens; the 

bull side steps, pivots, and thrashes.  Five seconds later, it propels Martinez from its back 
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and onto the soft dry dirt.  The others cheer as Oscar Martinez brushes himself off, while 

his Longhorn trundles away from the dust cloud he’s created. 

Martinez catches his breath, “That was fucking dope.”  

Despite the high, the fall marks a crucial lesson for Martinez.  He will need to 

train for the rest of the nine-month season before he can compete as a charro in the Zona 

Centro association – one of three within the Union de Asociaciones de Charro de Texas.  

The statewide organization administers 35 teams that compete in the traditional Mexican 

collaborative sport combining horsemanship, lasso work, and steer control. State 

associations exist in eleven U.S. states besides Texas.  All of them are overseen by one 

central governing body for the sport – the Federación Mexicana de Charrería located in 

Mexico City, Mexico 

On this crisp night, all of the pro charros at Rancho Tres Potrancas belong to El 

Herradero, one of Zona Centro’s 12 teams.  This is their team’s home field.  Although 

Martinez and Mendiola are not yet members of the team, they train alongside El 

Herradero’s competition ready riders, most of whom are classmates, friends, and family.   

But these two teenagers and the charros with them do not represent the only 

competitors training here.  Another team, El Rosario, also calls Rancho Tres Potrancas 

their home turf.  Known in the sport of charrería as escaramuzas, the members of this 

eight-person cohort are female riders.  Charros-in-training Oscar Martinez and Ruben 

Mendiola count school classmates among the escaramuzas in El Rosario.  The bonds are 

also familial, with siblings and cousins found across both teams.  Charro brothers 
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Guillermo and Daniel Suarez Barron compete alongside their cousin Esteban whose 

sisters Dulce and Amy belong to El Rosario. 

While the escaramuzas’ season also runs from early March to late November, 

sharing the same dates and venues with their counterpart male team, the women compete 

in a separate tournament from the men.  In combination, both tournaments comprise 

charrería – Mexico’s national sport. 

“When I moved here to Texas [from Mexico], I had to tell people that soccer isn’t 

the national sport of Mexico,” says El Rosario escaramuza Dulce Barron,  “It’s not 

authentically Mexican.”   

“The national sport is charrería and I’m a proud competitor,” Barron now 31, 

recalls having told her school classmates when she moved to the U.S.  

Today, Dulce Baron is the captain of El Rosario and she sees being an 

escaramuza at Rancho Tres Potrancas as central to her identity in Texas as well as 

providing a visceral reminder of her native country, “When I walk into this ranch, I feel 

like I’m in Mexico.  The smells of animals, cows, horses – all of that smells like 

Mexico.” 

Only seven miles southeast of Austin, in the small community of Del Valle, the 

skyscrapers of downtown and congested suburbs of the city give way to small family 

farms.  The asphalt black of downtown Austin is replaced by the brown bark of mesquite 

growths and olive green of abundant nopal cactus.  The air is heavy with the smell of 

tilled earth.  Even the sound of high performance racecars circling the nearby Circuit of  
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the Americas track are reduced to faint white noise below the farmyard cries of the 

menagerie of horses, cows, dogs, cats, guinea fowl, and chickens roaming Roberto 

Chavira’s ranch.  Chavira himself is a stout man with calloused hands and a large 

horseshoe moustache reminiscent of the Mexican revolutionary Pancho Villa. 

Born in the small North Texas town of Mineral Wells, Chavira is of Mexican 

ancestry.  In his youth, Roberto became the first charro in his immediate family.  He 

moved to Austin and came to Rancho Tres Potrancas when he was 24.  Since then, he has 

added stables, corrals, and a regulation charrería arena to Tres Potrancas.  His ranch, a 

focal point for the sport in the Austin area, houses dozens of horses for charros and 

escaramuzas from his own, and other, teams.  Beyond the stables and arena, his lands 

contain wooded pasture for his Longhorns and a dirt parking lot for visiting teams and 

spectators during competition season.   

Tres Potrancas serves as one of five venues for weekly competitions, or 

charreadas, during the on-season for Central Texas’ Zona Centro.  “I’ve been on this 

ranch since 1977,” recalls 60-year old Chavira – who is also the president of the Zona 

Centro association.  “I’ve had many charros come through this ranch and I’m proud to be 

a leader for the charrería community here.”  Chavira sponsors and heads the men’s El 

Herradero and the women’s El Rosario teams.  Both teams use his ranch as their training 

field for weekly practices, sharing the stables and arena facilities. 
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In addition, Chavira stables horses for other local teams and riders.  And Rancho 

Tres Potrancas hosts charreadas throughout the season providing a year-round  

competition ground for charros and escaramuzas of the central Texas association.  

During these practices, riders run through the ten events, or suertes, that comprise 

the sport.  Nine of these tests involve specific cattle and horse control skills performed by 

the men’s team and include reining, lassoing, and bull riding.  While the women do not 

compete in tests of cattle control, their event – the tenth – is a team horse ride that 

requires all members to rein, maneuver, and simultaneously command their animals in 

lengthy routines. 

*** 

A typical charreada at Rancho Tres Potrancas provides no shortage of 

commotion, clamor and crowds - both of man and beast.  Tejano music blares from tinny 

speakers, dust billows at the pounding of hooves, and riders regale audiences as they 

execute each event.  Behind this turbulent appearance, however, lies an exceedingly 

precise and disciplined sport. 

There are nine events for charros.  Five of these require individual team members 

to compete in solo competition representing their team.  These events are the horse 

reining, untamed mare heeling, steer toppling, bull riding, and untamed mare riding.  The 

remaining four events – team bull roping, untamed mare fore footing while standing, 

untamed mare fore footing while atop a horse, and the ominously named passage of death 

event – all call for precise collaboration among three to four riders from each team.   
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For the escaramuzas, their single event is a choreographed performance 

consisting of complex and synchronized movements throughout the corral.  The riders 

crisscross, form circles, and race past one another at full speed.  For El Rosario’s captain, 

Dulce Barron, this event requires many things but is all about teamwork.  “If one rider 

fails, all of us fail,” she states.  

Like competitive dancers, charros and escaramuzas are scored for individual 

prowess but also for their cohesion as a group.  In all the events, the key to success is the 

proper execution of the required horsemanship and roping skills as well as use of correct 

attire. 

Despite disparity in the number of events performed by men and women, Barron 

is quick to downplay gender prejudice in the Texas competitions: “Yes, sometimes you 

will find some charros that are machista,” she says, “but the majority are not.”   

 “Mexicans of my grandfather’s generation were predominately machista […] but 

the majority of charros I’ve known recognize that women are a part of the sport.” 

“And they’re not just letting us act out our part but are supporting us equally in 

this sport,” Barron adds. 

As with other ranches in the Zona Centro that sponsor a set of female and male 

teams, at Tres Potrancas, the two resident teams share many training and competition 

habits.  They often practice alongside one another in the same corral.  More experienced 

members from each team work together to break newly acquired horses.  And both teams 

follow the same competition schedule.   
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But while the escaramuzas’ event is a single synthesized test of horse control, the 

charros’ events test some additional skills.  The first of these nine events for charros is 

horse reining, or cala de caballo.  El Herradero’s second-most senior rider, Juan Serrano, 

53, explains the significance of this event as “showing off the nature of the horse and its 

inherent abilities.”  In a single attempt, a rider must display control over his horse 

through the graceful performance of controlled moves he has taught the horse such as 

braking, sidestepping, spinning, and other choreographed movements.  

The second event consists of untamed mare heeling, or pialadores.  A single rider 

is given three opportunities to lasso the rear legs of a charging untamed mare from his 

horse as it passes in front of him.  He must then bring the mare to a gradual stop by 

winding the end of his lasso around his saddle. 

“There isn’t a charro,” jokes 18-year old El Herradero rider Esteban Barron, 

“who would tell you he doesn’t love coleaderos.”  This third event involves a single 

charro riding alongside a fleeing steer and attempting to topple it by the tail.  Again, 

riders are given three opportunities to topple the steer with different point values awarded 

for full, half, or partial tumbles of the steers.   

Bull riding, or jineteo de toro, is also a solo rider event that follows the bull 

toppling.  A charro from each team is given one opportunity to ride a bull for as long as 

the animal bucks in protest.  Once the rider dismounts, the same bull must then be 

captured as part of the fifth event – team bull roping, or terna en el ruedo.  Three  
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members from the same team work in unison.  One sits atop his horse waiting for the bull 

to pass as the other two corral and herd the animals toward him. 

“This is the queen of the events,” comments Barron, “where the charro shows off 

his roping and earns extra points by twirling his lasso.”  Once the lead charro among the 

three teammates lassos the bull’s horns, the trio then works together to lasso the rear legs 

and bring down the animal. 

The subsequent event is untamed mare riding, or jineteo de yegua.  In the same 

fashion as the bull riding, a charro must ride a bucking untamed mare for as long as it 

takes for the animal to calm or for the charro to fall.  The same mares are then 

immediately used in the following two team events: mare fore footing from the standing 

position and mare fore footing from atop a horse (manganas a pie and manganas a 

caballo, respectively).  As with the team bull roping, a charro performs roping motions 

for extra points in one spot on the rim of the arena as his teammates corral the mare.  The 

mare is herded past the lassoer and he is given three opportunities to lasso the front legs 

of the animal.   

The final event for charros is the passage of death, or paso de la muerte.  Barron 

shares the sentiments of most competitors in describing this as “the most dangerous event 

for a charro.”  Four charros from each team are provided three opportunities for a single 

rider to leap bareback onto a charging untamed mare.  The horses and riders circle the 

corral counter clockwise attempting to steady the moving mare’s pace in order for one 

rider to dismount from his horse mid-ride and land on the back of the mare.  
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“There must be good communication with the horse,” Barron adds, “there must be 

strong cadence, and most of all, there must be good communication with fellow 

teammates.” 

Throughout this hours-long series of events for charros and escaramuzas 

competing at a charreada, judges are not only adding and subtracting points based on 

physical motions and mastery of the animals.  They are also scoring for the competitors’ 

decorum and appearance.  With the charros’ steer toppling event for example, El 

Herradero rider Serrano explains that the event is not merely the act of knocking over a 

steer. 

“First, the rider must salute.” he explains.  “He must give thanks to the men 

rounding up the steers and sending them through the chutes as part of this event.”  For 

Serrano, these sorts of actions are critically important when he dons his other role as a 

Zona Central charreada judge. 

“Before you can be a judge, you have to be a charro,” Serrano explains.   

While judges follow standardized scoring methods for the men and women in 

associations across the U.S. and Mexico, his job is made more demanding due to the 

sport’s discerning crowd.  “To be a judge, you have to be neutral – every rider knows the 

rules,” he says, “and so does the public.  If I take off a point mistakenly, people are going 

to get very upset.” 

Like all judges, Serrano subtracts point for vestments as well.  The traditional 

regalia of charros and escaramuzas is as integral to scoring as it is iconic.  “A rider needs  
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to be dressed properly.  The rules are very strict with regards to dress and all of us have to 

respect that,” Serrano states.  These rules are set forth, along with all other regulation for 

charrería, in the annually revised ‘Reglamento General de Competencias’ rule book and 

the ‘Estatutos’ book revised every four years by the Federación Mexicana de Charrería 

(FMC). 

For charros, the competition vestments include a white or light blue long-sleeved 

undershirt, or camisola.  On top of this shirt is the outer jacket, or chaqueta.  This jacket 

has one to three front silver buttons and gold or silver embroidery work on the borders, 

sleeves, and front pockets.  The jackets are leather and typically died a black, brown, or 

coffee color.  The color of the jackets compliments the cloth pants, or pantalónes.  These 

too are embroidered with thread color and designs matching the jacket of the rider and his 

teammates.  The chaps, or chaparreras, and belts, or cinturones, of the charro are of the 

same style leather as the jacket. 

Escaramuzas’ attire includes a full-length dress known as an adelita.  The name 

of this dress comes from the female revolutionary figure of the early 20th Century 

Mexican Revolution, Adelita.6  Generally, these are white but for showcases and non-

competition performances, they can be matching shades of light blue, purple, green, or 

red. 

Their other vestments – hats, or sombreros; boots, or botines; spurs, or espuelas;  

and the moño, or bow – are similar among the men’s and women’s teams.  Hats are 

    
6Kathleen Mullen Sands, Charrería Mexicana: An Equestrian Folk Tradition (Tucson: 
University of Arizona Press, 1993), 158. 
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circular, wide-brimmed, and of black, white, or coffee color.  These are embroidered with 

silver or gold patterns at their borders to match the rider’s outfit. 

Boots for both genders are ankle length and spurs are silver but their relief designs 

may vary from rider to rider.  Each team’s bows match their outfits, but the men wear 

theirs around the neck as a bowtie, while the women place their bows in their hair.  

Specifics in terms of fabric requirements, embroidery designs, colors, and cuts are 

stipulated by FMC guidelines.  Even the horses must be outfitted with saddles and reins 

that match the riders’ clothing or else riders risk the loss of points when being scored.  

All of these vestments must conform among team members and must be fitted properly 

for each rider.  As judge Serrano explains, “I don’t like to see someone dressed poorly or 

with a shirt loose.” 

*** 

Charrería is often called “Mexican rodeo” due to its outward similarities with 

North American bull and horse riding competitions.  However, many involved in the 

sport are quick to refute this characterization, citing numerous differences in the Mexican 

tradition’s practice and history.  El Herradero’s Juan Serrano clarifies crucial endurance 

distinctions between American bull riding and charrería’s bull riding.  “For us, there’s 

none of this ‘eight-seconds’ you see in American bull riding,” states Serrano, “we ride 

until the bull stops bucking or you’re thrown off.”   

The unique characteristics of charrería run much deeper however and begin with 

the sport’s roots and evolution through the last five centuries of Mexican history. 
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Before current international boundaries were drawn, charrería grew out of the diverse 

physical and social landscapes of colonial Mexico.  From the 16th to 19th Centuries, the 

geographic boundaries of the land colonized by Spanish conquistadors included modern-

day Mexico and much of North America (including the U.S. state of Texas).8 

Nueva España, as it was known under Spanish rule, was a social landscape of 

confluence between Spanish and indigenous practices.  This convergence of culture was 

vital to the emergence of social practices that spread as Spanish colonial power 

established itself in the Americas.  Charrería is a continuing legacy and a tradition born 

in this environment. 

The Spanish introduced the European horse to their Mexican territories in the 

early 16th Century.3  By the mid-1500s, as the cattle industry grew in Nueva España, 

Spanish landowners, or hacendados, began adapting their horse riding to the demands of 

herding vast quantities of cattle.3  These shifts were utilitarian – born out of necessity and 

honed through trial and error.  In the New World, horse breeds evolved and became 

smaller and more agile.  This resulted as long distance cattle round-ups replaced small-

scale European style herding and the indigenous rope supplanted the Spanish lance as the 

horseman’s tool for controlling livestock.6  Over time, these occupational demands began 

to meld with regional social patterns. 

    
8Andrés Tijerina, Tejano Empire: Life on the South Texas Ranchos (College Station:  
Texas A&M University Press, 1998), 3; 20. 
3Octavio Chávez, La Charrería: Tradición Mexicana (Toluca: Instituto Mexiquense de 
Cultura, 1991), 14. 
6Kathleen Mullen Sands, Charrería Mexicana: An Equestrian Folk Tradition (Tucson: 
University of Arizona Press, 1993), 29-31. 
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The growing demand for horse-mounted labor in the 1620s prompted the Spanish 

to begin lifting the total ban on horse riding for their enslaved indigenous people.3  As 

native Americans began to ride horses, they infused their own style into the tradition.  

 Indigenous, as well as mestizo or mixed race Spanish/Native American, 

populations were increasingly employed by landowners to tend to livestock as cowboys, 

or vaqueros.6  Modern-day charrería riders know this history well and Chavira and 

Serrano point to early practices by these riders as integral to today’s charrería. 

“The indigenous populations were the ones who broke horses to teach them the 

activities of the ranch,” Chavira explains.  “The team bull roping [the fifth event during a 

charreada] was done in open pasture,” he adds, “to round up loose cattle and brand 

them.” 

Serrano points to another utilitarian tradition of mixed blood cowboys on the 

ranch as a precursor to one of charreria’s events, “the passage of death was born from 

the practice of an cowboy leaping onto an untamed horse in open pasture to claim it for 

himself.” 

Additionally, cowboys routinely lassoed untamed horses, toppled loose steers, and 

reined their horses in controlled motions as part of ranch work.8  All of these activities 

further established foundations for today’s contest events during a charreada.   

    
3Octavio Chávez, La Charrería: Tradición Mexicana (Toluca: Instituto Mexiquense de 
Cultura, 1991), 14. 
6Kathleen Mullen Sands, Charrería Mexicana: An Equestrian Folk Tradition (Tucson: 
University of Arizona Press, 1993), 32. 
8Andrés Tijerina, Tejano Empire: Life on the South Texas Ranchos (College Station:  
Texas A&M University Press, 1998), 61. 
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Contemporary riding attire can also be traced to early vaqueros on both sides of what is  

now the US Mexico border. 

 Lithographs by German artist Karl Nebel showing Mexican daily life of 1800s, 

illustrate landowners with their horses donning sombreros, camisolas, and chaquetas 

similar to those currently sanctioned by the FMC.3  Likewise, 19th century English painter 

James Walker’s works of Spanish landowners and cowboys participating in cattle herding 

in present-day United States show the same attire.   

This is hardly surprising as Spanish landowners had begun moving north by the 

mid-1700s, settling in Mexican territory that later became Texas and the U.S. Southwest.  

These enterprising pilgrims, also called rancheros, settled along the Rio Grande Valley 

and soon moved north to current-day Central Texas.8  All the while, they carried with 

them the traditions of horsemanship and cattle husbandry that they had forged on their 

home ranches in Mexico. 

These elements – riding styles, specific feats of steer and mare breaking, and garb 

– were further unified through annual cattle round-ups.  These yearly congregations 

gathering vast cattle herds from various ranches had been in place since the 1600s.1  They 

also allowed those living on the ranches (including the landowners, the cowboys, and the 

families of each) to meet and socialize.  By the late 18th century in Mexico, these round- 

    
3Octavio Chávez, La Charrería: Tradición Mexicana (Toluca: Instituto Mexiquense de 
Cultura, 1991), 39. 
8Andrés Tijerina, Tejano Empire: Life on the South Texas Ranchos (College Station:  
Texas A&M University Press, 1998), 3. 
1Francis Edward Abernethy.  “Charrería From Spain to Texas,” in Charreada, ed. Al 
Rendon (Denton: University of North Texas Press, 2002), 2. 
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ups had become established venues for families and communities to interact in an  

environment fueled by ranch culture and early customs of charrería. 

 “After the day’s work,” as Chavira describes it, “riders got together to practice 

and compete among one another at the same activities that came from life on the ranch.” 

This space for inter-ranch competitions of horsemanship, lasso work, and cattle 

wrestling had become a nexus for community bonding.  Marriages among different 

ranches were arranged; traditions of food, music, and dance were shared; and family ties 

of friendship and god parenthood were formed.2   

These traditions faced significant changes into the early 19th Century in the region 

of the Rio Grande Valley and northwards however.  Many Spanish landowners in Texas 

lost their land rights to white European settlers moving into Texas from the north and 

east.8   

The violent decades of the first half of the 19th Century in Mexico that saw 

Mexican independence from Spain, Texan independence from Mexico, and the U.S. 

Mexico War also saw shifts in the practice of this early form of charrería.  The sport’s 

early practitioners were not phased out but their roles shifted.  Male riders became 

soldiers of independence for the war with Spanish powers;6  fought on both sides of the 

war for Texas Independence;8  and fought primarily for Mexico during the Mexican War  

    
2Ana Carolina Castillo Crimm, De León: A Tejano Family History (Austin: University of  
Texas Press, 2003), 53. 
8Andrés Tijerina, Tejano Empire: Life on the South Texas Ranchos (College Station:  
Texas A&M University Press, 1998), 122; 133. 
6Kathleen Mullen Sands, Charrería Mexicana: An Equestrian Folk Tradition (Tucson: 
University of Arizona Press, 1993), 58. 
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with the United States.6  While their presence on the battlefield was limited (particularly 

in the Mexican war for independence), female riders did serve on the battlefields in all of 

these conflicts.6   

And female riders that were not part of the war efforts, began – in this era of 

charrería’s history – to play a stronger role in horse riding and cattle herding on their 

family ranches.  This began as many learned to ride by filling in on ranches for the 

cowboys fighting in the War for Mexican Independence.6  Previously, women rarely rode 

horses as part of agricultural practice for Mexican ranches.  Most charreadas between 

ranch families however, remained a male-dominated activity.  

This early exclusion of women from the sport was formalized 1933, when the 

Federación Mexicana de Charrería was formed in Mexico City, Mexico.6  Even as the 

FMC set forth rules and competition structures for the sport, they excluded female 

participation from the sport.  Author and charrería historian, Kathleen Mullen Sands, 

refers to this early dissonance with regards to the role held by women in the sport as a 

reflection of traditional “Hispanic social order” that was still widely accepted in turn of 

the century Mexico.6   

The organization was formed by Mexicans concerned with maintaining traditional 

values in a rapidly modernizing nation at the turn of the century.  They championed 

charrería as a symbol of Mexican identity.  This was an identity that referenced the 

rural/equestrian traditions of rural Mexico that had become wartime practices starting  

    
6Kathleen Mullen Sands, Charrería Mexicana: An Equestrian Folk Tradition (Tucson: 
University of Arizona Press, 1993), 57; 53; 50; 75; 155. 
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with the Mexican war for independence and culminating with the Mexican Revolution of 

the 1910s.  During the Revolution, iconic generals such as Emiliano Zapata and 

Francisco “Pancho” Villa led cavalries of revolutionaries donning lassos and dressed in 

the traditional attire of the charro.7   

Still, even with women’s roles as competent horseback soldiers and capable 

substitutes for male cowboys serving on the battlefields, the sport still did not sanction 

female participation in any way until the early 1950s.  This occurred when male/female 

horseback dance routines, known as carrusels, became a non-competitive event that 

accompanied charreadas in Houston.6  These routines quickly became female-only 

performances that increased in complexity and spread to Mexico from the U.S. as their 

popularity grew.  It would not be until 1989 however, under the leadership of newly 

elected president Carlos Pascual, that the FMC officially allowed escaramuzas to 

compete in the sport.4   

El Rosario’s Dulce Barron grew up during this latter era and found support from 

her father as she learned the sport.  “When my father had us [three daughters],” she 

recalls, “he always took us into the corral.  And he made me do all that the charros did, 

herding horses and each one of their activities.”   

Barron explains that during this time, she saw many of her neighbors and local  

    
7José Valero Silva, El Libro de la Charrería (México, D.F: Gráficas Montealbán, 1988), 117-119. 
6Kathleen Mullen Sands, Charrería Mexicana: An Equestrian Folk Tradition (Tucson: 
University of Arizona Press, 1993), 156. 
4Julia Hambric.  “La Escaramuza,” in Charreada, ed. Al Rendon (Denton: University of  
North Texas Press, 2002), 73. 
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ranches in Mexico begin sponsoring escaramuza teams.  

 Charrería, as practiced in the U.S. by Mexican immigrants and Tejano families, 

was divergent to the sport in Mexico in other ways as well – not only serving as the 

starting point for female competition in the sport.  Riders in the U.S. were unique from 

their Mexican counterparts in their socio-economic status.  Many who brought the sport 

or helped it grow in 1950s Texas and other border states, were composed of primarily 

working class immigrant families.6  A larger percentage of the riders in Mexico at the 

time – particularly those in the Mexico City that rode for sport – were urban elites.8  

 Jorge Necer, a long-time charro in the U.S. and historian of the sport, remarks on 

this dichotomy, “When I met with the Rincon Gallardo family [founding members of the 

FMC] in 1960, they were the cream of society in Mexico City, then.  There were 

generals, high-ranking Catholic priests, and elites in charge of the country.” 

 “Here in Texas,” continues 80-year old Necer, “it is not the same – everything 

[related to charrería] here came from scratch and the community here is constantly 

working to build up the sport more and more.” 

By 1991, the U.S. chapter of the FMC was formed – the Federación Mexicana de 

Charrería USA.5  Since then, Texas has had the second highest number of teams (after  

    
6Kathleen Mullen Sands, Charrería Mexicana: An Equestrian Folk Tradition (Tucson: 
University of Arizona Press, 1993), 228. 
8Andrés Tijerina, Tejano Empire: Life on the South Texas Ranchos (College Station:  
Texas A&M University Press, 1998), 123. 
5Olga Nájera-Ramírez, “Haciendo Patria: Charrería and the Formation of a Transnational Mexican 
Community” (working paper, no. 13, Chicano/Latino Research Center, University of California at Santa 
Cruz, Santa Cruz, 1997), 3. 
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California) of any of the 12 state-level associations in the country.  Even today, many of 

these riders are of working class families and/or recent immigrants.  On Rancho Tres  

Potrancas’ two teams, Juan Serrano and the Barron siblings are all first generation 

immigrants to the U.S.  And along with Roberto Chavira and others on the teams, all are 

from middle class families in Austin. 

*** 

“Since I came to the U.S.,” recounts El Rosario captain Dulce Barron, “people 

asked me, “Where are you from?”” 

“I’m from Mexico – from a rancho.” 

“Then people would tease me and call me “rancherita” or “vaquerita.” 

“And I would say, “Yes!  And with pride!”” 

 Barron’s story parallels many elements in the stories of many minority immigrant 

groups in the U.S. – a journey that includes navigating complex notions of identity, 

memory and culture in a new country.  For Dulce Barron, charrería has become a 

passion and a practice that has allowed her to feel pride in her background and remember 

her past. 

 “To bring charrería to the U.S. is a very important achievement for us Mexicans,” 

she adds.  “The sport has a lot of support here in Texas and that makes me feel proud as a 

Mexican.” 

For other riders of Rancho Tres Potrancas’ teams, their own passion and 

dedication to this sport has manifested similar, yet inherently unique, ways of orienting 
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themselves as members of a working class minority immigrant population in Central 

Texas. 

 Barron’s younger brother, Esteban, shares the effect charrería has had on his life 

since coming to the U.S. 

 “When I was young, my father and brothers practiced charrería – though I never 

did.  Instead, I just watched them and got excited each time my brothers and father would 

compete.  When my father passed away and we had to move to the U.S., charrería 

stopped for me.” 

 Esteban Barron spent his first three years in the U.S. without practicing the sport 

and separated from his older brothers who remained in Mexico.  It was his cousin Daniel 

Suarez’s involvement with Roberto Chavira’s team that brought him back into the corral 

– but now to learn the sport under Chavira’s guidance at Rancho Tres Potrancas. 

 “To be in this community, surrounded by people I get along with and 

communicate with well,” he says, “it’s really something special – to have family and 

friends here.” 

 He explains that the sport helps him remember his youth in Mexico, “it makes me 

remember all those times when I was kid watching my heroes compete […] I can 

remember my father and brothers.” 

 For the patron of Tres Potrancas, Roberto Chavira, charrería’s role in his life 

reflects his selfless and giving nature. 
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 Chavira witnessed the sport as a child in Mineral Wells, Texas and knew he 

wanted to grow up to be a charro.  Now though, his dreams are no longer for himself but 

for his family’s future. 

 “I have a third generation of charrería in my family,” he says, speaking of his 

granddaughter Leonor of El Rosario.  “The seed of charrería starts in the family.  I 

planted it and now it will go through my family from children to grandchildren.” 

 The sport for him is an institution of cultural knowledge and identity that he can 

pass on.  It is a foundation for raising his children and one he aims to keep alive.  “You 

have to educate your children: bring them to charreadas with family, put them on a 

horse, show them horsemanship – all so they can grow.” 

Charreadas across Central Texas at ranches like Rancho Tres Potrancas are open 

to the public with minimal or no entrance fees; and, teams are generally composed of 

friends and family.  Children are mainstays of the audiences and competition.  Many 

compete alongside older siblings, parents, and peers of the local community.   

For teams in Central Texas, the weekly charreada is less a reenactment of past 

traditions and more a living practice of horsemanship, roping, and dress as a 

contemporary means to nurture social and family bonds and to forge identity.  

*** 

In full competition regalia and posing for portraits after a charreada in Gonzales, 

Texas, members of El Herradero are living symbols of Mexican culture in Texas.  Their 

regalia is inspired by the functional outfits of Mexican cowboys that dominated ranch life 

beginning in the 17th Century.  Their attire also calls to mind the garb of rebels on 
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horseback who fought in the Mexican Revolution.  Though dust-covered and fatigued, 

they stand proudly outside the arena. 

Their dirt and sweat was earned through hours of charreada competition.  They 

ran through horseback events dating from the ranches of old Mexico that now forge 

bonds across friends, families, teams, and international borders.   

Their tradition exists not only as a vestige of a former way of life but also as a 

vibrant and exhilarating sport that goes far beyond simple historical re-enactment.  For 

the riders of Rancho Tres Potrancas, it is a dynamic and passionate expression of the 

Mexican culture. 

For the teams in the Zona Centro, charrería creates and fosters camaraderie and 

ethnic pride—unity and community.  

“When we enter the corral to practice, “explains Roberto Chavira, “we work as 

one.  We’re all there to help each other and each team is a family.  But when we go into a 

charreada, we are all a family […] we salute other teams as family members and help 

them just the same.” 

“That friendship doesn’t just exist among your team,” he adds, “but among other 

teams too.” 

For riders like Juan Serrano, charrería is an institution that creates bonds across 

generations of competitors as well.  “Passing this sport on to my children is part of my 

heritage,” he explains, “It’s a source of pride.” 

It is a tradition that unites its practitioners through ties of teamwork, family, and 

shared heritage. 
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“Charrería ends up being many things at once,” says Chavira.  “It’s family, 

friendship, faith, togetherness, the love of horses […] it’s a sport for men, women, and 

the whole family.” 

These and other images of the teams are featured in Unidos por la 

Charrería, a two-part audiovisual slideshow series, here. 
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Roberto Chavira, Gonzales, TX, 2014. 
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Daniel Suarez Barron, Gonzales, TX, 2014. 
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Jose Suarez, Gonzalez, TX, 2014. 
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Guillermo Suarez Barron, Gonzales, TX, 2014. 



 28 

 

Rigoberto Loredo, Gonzales, TX, 2014. 



 29 

 

Riders gather at a weekend competition of charrería in Del Valle, Texas.  Competitions 
occur on weekends throughout the sport’s eight-month season across Mexico and the 
United States. 
 

 

El Herradero rider, Guillermo Suarez Barron, practices horse top mare heeling during a 
training session at Rancho Tres Potrancas.  This event comprises one of the nine events in 
which male riders compete. 
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El Herradero rider, Guillermo Suarez Barron practices lasso work during a training 
session at the start of the 2013 season. 
 

 

After stabling horses, Ruben Mendiola, center left, and Roberto Chavira, far left, rest 
after a late practice with fellow charros of the Asociación Zona Centro.  This association 
administers 12 teams across Central Texas. 
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Charros gather at a ranch outside of Austin for a weekend competition. 
 

 

El Herradero charro Oswaldo Serrano, left, bows his head in prayer before the start of a 
competition. 
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Escaramuzas from El Rosario watch as a competition at Rancho Tres Potrancas begins 
with the first scheduled event: horse-reining. 
 

 

Ruben Mendiola applies resin to a bull rope in preparation for a bull ride.  Bull riding is 
the fourth event in which charros participate during competitions. 
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Ruben Mendiola applies resin to a bull rope in preparation for a bull ride.  Bull riding is 
the fourth event in which charros participate during competitions. 
 

 

A detail of a charro’s boot as he prepares to mount a Longhorn for a bull ride.  Charros 
are quick to note that bull riding in their sport is judged on endurance riding: riders must 
remain on the bull until it stops bucking. 
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A young Longhorn bull inside a chute before a bull ride.  Riders in Texas mostly mount 
Longhorns.  This hearty breed is the same used by cattle ranchers in Mexico since the 
1700s. 
 

 

A charro looks back at the steer he has attempted to trip during the steer-toppling event.  
This event, known in Spanish as coleaderos, is considered the most popular among 
practitioners of the sport. 
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Members of the escaramuzas team El Rosario at Rancho Tres Potrancas before a 
competition. 
 

 

A young audience member watches a weekend competition at Tres Potrancas.  This small 
ranch is owned and operated by Zona Centro president Roberto Chavira. 
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An escaramuza from El Rosario atop her horse at Tres Potrancas.  These female riders 
compete in one event that combines horse riding and choreographed team riding during 
eight-minute routines. 
 

 

Ruben Mendiola and Oswaldo Serrano chat during a practice session. 
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Escaramuza Dulce Barron, 31, shouts commands to her teammates during a practice 
session for El Rosario. 
 

 

Esteban Barron, 19, of El Herradero circles the corral at Rancho Tres Potrancas during 
an evening training session. 
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A rider from of El Rosario practices during an evening training session.  In competition 
season, bi-weekly practices often run late into the night. 
 

 

Cousins Esteban Barron and Daniel Suarez Barron, both members of El Herradero, at the 
end of a late night practice session at Rancho Tres Potrancas. 
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