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It’s not defending a title to McDaniel; it’s chasing another

LAS VEGAS – The dot on Justin McDaniel’s back is red, surrounded by more circles. 

As the defending bareback riding world champion, the bulls-eye is naturally there. But the Porum, Okla., cowboy is ready for a busy 10 days in the Nevada desert when the Wrangler National Finals Rodeo begins at 9 p.m. (Central) Thursday at the Thomas & Mack Center in Las Vegas.


“I don’t really look at it like I’m defending anything,” said McDaniel, who, at 22, won his first world title a year ago in just his second qualification to the NFR. “It’s been hard staying healthy.”


That’s the truth. Over the summer run of rodeo after rodeo after rodeo, McDaniel injured his sacroiliac joint and slipped a disc. That injury is still bothering the all-around hand who now focuses on the most demanding event in all of ProRodeo, where cowboys wedge their hands into a rigging that’s strapped tightly to the back of a bucking horse. Even the gentlest of buckers gives riders a stretch and strain during the course of eight seconds in the arena. 


“I’ve only competed at 53 rodeos this year, and if I could’ve gone to 100, I would have,” he said. “Still, I had the best year of my life. But going to 80 or 85 rodeos would’ve been a lot better.”


Through the regular season, McDaniel earned more than $124,000 en route to his No. 4 spot in the world standings. Even at his incredible season, he trails standings leader Clint Cannon by nearly $110,000. But with $17,139 available to the winner of each of the 10 go-rounds, McDaniel can make up that kind of ground over the stretch of the run in Sin City. 


“I don’t look at it like I’m riding against anybody,” he said of the elite field of bareback riders that includes three other world champs, Bobby Mote, Kelly Timberman and Will Lowe. “I crave bucking horses.”


He’s also going with his longtime traveling partner, D.V. Fennell of Neosho, Mo., a 36-year-old cowboy making his first qualification to the grand championship. The two have been traveling partners for seven years … even before McDaniel was eligible to compete in the Professional Rodeo Cowboys Association. 


“We’ve been waiting on this ever since we started rodeoing together,” McDaniel said. “I can’t wait to see D.V. roll out on one. He always gets my motor running.”


Last December in the Nevada desert, he put on a bareback-riding clinic, setting the record for most points accumulated over the 10-day finale with 859 points. He walked away with big bucks and a gold buckle that every bareback rider wants. 


“I’m just going to try to win first every time,” he said. “That’s the way I approach every rodeo, and this is just 10 rodeos that pay a lot of money.” 


It’s worked pretty well. Of the 53 events in which he competed, McDaniel won 10 titles. 


“I’m going down the road with the best guy, period,” said Fennell, who turned pro 15 years ago. “He’s the best bareback rider, the best cowboy, the best guy, and that’s always somebody you want to hang with, whether it’s at a rodeo or in your backyard.”


Sounds like a true champion, which McDaniel is. 
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