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PHOTO ESSsSAY

RONNIE DUNN SHOOTS

CHEYENNE FRONTIER DAYS

FROM KING OF THE STAGE TO BUDDING ACTION PHOTOGRAPHER, THE A-LIST
BROOKS & DUNN SINGER SHIFTS HIS FOCUS DURING THE ICONIC RODEO.

By Ronnic Dunn
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F] NTIFR DAYS

OUR YEARS AGO. 1 LEFT KEY
West, Flonda, on a
bound

with seven throw-cauno

catamaran

I3

the-wind cowboys. Not

45-foot

for Cuba

i the cradinonal

Western sense of the word; These guys actu-
ally came from military and law enforcement
backgrounds. But they had cowboy running
through their veins. | was a rag-along coun-

try singer who happened to own a camera

FRONTIER DAYS .

A
L 'EM ALL" a"sl
‘oEl .com
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SHOWTIME

“Upside down,
feet in the air,
hat flyin’...”
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LOOK INTO THE CAMERA

“Most wildlife photographers say to go for the eyes and the rest
will fall into place. This guy turned right into the camera and it

all came into focus. I'm not sure that the Cheyenne Frontier Days
arena isn't one of the most strategically branded places I've ever
seen. You would have to fight to get a shot that doesn't have a well-
placed Cheyenne Frontier Days rodeo logo in the action.”

We left at night and saded straighe

into 3 storm that produced a relent-
less pounding of 15-foot waves. After
3 al:‘hdy tense encounter with Havana
Harbor officials, we broke through the
rough seas into the very welcoming and
peaceful water of Marina Hemingway.

Shordy after we returned to the
US.A. | received a call from my longtime
friend Ron Modra. Ron spene 25 years as
a Sporss [sirared staff photographer. He
has more than 70 SI covers under his belr.
In che 905, he would break away from
shooting Super Bowls, World Series, and
Olympic events to do CD covers for fun.
That's how we met—he did some work
with Kix and me for a Brooks & Dunn
record and tour.

Ron informed me thae he and his wife

~

had recentdy moved from Flonda back
to Nashville. He asked to see some of
the photos that I took in Cuba, | wasn't
about to tell him that I'd jumped into
photography, but he'd seen a couple of
Instagram posts of the Cuban adventure,

At first | was intimidated to let him see
them, but he insisted. | showed him a few
shots and he wene off into a rant about
me doing more. The next thing 1 knew,
he had me photographing professional
hackey games. After that we blew down to
Ecuador, chased marine iguanas and blue-
footed boobies for 10 days, chen flew 1o
Alaska and poinced cameras ac thousand-
pound grizzlies.

All along, | warched him like a hawk,
taking notes and studying photography

like it was my job.



CATCHING AIR

“Someone told me going in
to try to get photos of the
animals catching air. This
was one of the first shots |
took on Day One. The white
horse and wild mane was a
showstopper.”

N JULY OF 2016, | HAD TO
put the camera down for a
few weeks to take care of

my regular gig playing Cae-
sars in Las Vegas with Reba. Ron went to
Wyoming and started sending teasers of
what he was shooting at the Cheyenne
Frontier Days rodeo. | lost my mind. |
was born in Coleman, a town in West
Texas. That's cowboy country. My dad
was a ranch hand and weckend warrior
country singer in Abilene when | was

born. | grew up and became a country

singer. | have a tattoo thae says COWBOY

down my right arm (that’s actually an-
other story and should probably be ex-
plained with Dr. Phil close by). So you
can understand how excited | would have
been to shoot Cheyenne, “The Daddy of

‘em All”
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I've performed on the big scage at
Cheyenne many times over the lase 15
years, but I've never been able to acrually
see the rodeo. This was out of necessiry,
not choice. | lived in a secluded bubble
when we toured. | had 1o protect my
moncymaker from the elements and all
too often, fatigue.

Not to choke you on my own dust, but
that camera set me free in some ways. De-
spite the good-time image that Kix and |
portrayed as Beooks & Dunn, our success
In country music wasn't a cure for my be-
ing brutally shy in real life. T pretry much
get the same rush capeuning a good photo
as | do writing or singing a good song
Plus, the camera gives me something to
climb into and hide behind,

There's another surpeising character-
istic that writing songs, singing on big

s — .
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stages, and taking photographs have in
common: Theyre solitary acts. 1 won't
chase that one too far down the rabbic
hole here, but chat’s how ic plays out
in my book. Being on stage in front of
20,000 cheering fans can find you as
alone as being in che Alaskan wilderness
staring through the viewfinder ac a grizzly
(that’s another one for Dre. Phil).

AST.FORWARD TO JULY OF
last year. | was standing in
the Cheyenne Fronticr Days

press teaales (x_vmg 0 Wy
collected, waiting for credentials o be
handed owt that would give me up-close
access to the coolest rodeo in Amenca,
There are two hot spots, The bunker
gves the photographer a ground-level
perspective of the action, and it often



comes straight at you. The behind.
the-chute position puts you wp close
and personal to a well-orchestrated,
chaotic symphony of clanging metal
gates, testosteronc-charged bulls, blaz-
ing brones, and bad-to-the-bone rodeo
cowboys— rock stars in my book

As a rookic, | dove headfirst into
the fire. It was sink or swim. You have
to be invisible, but stll in the middle
of the action. Once that action starts,
it doesn't stop until the show is over.
The outdoor sctting is an asser. The
light does cool things, but it keeps you
on your toes. You have to adjust the
camera scttings constantly for clouds
mowving across the sky or the light
bouncing up off of the dire

I'm a west-of-the-Misszsippi guy.
All rodeos have a unique personality,
but there’s something different 3bout
Cheyennc and uts innate aushenticity.

I came back with a licde owver
16,000 photos. | hope some of them
capture the magic.

Someonc once said, “To be a good
photographer, it helps to be a good
editor.” That means you need o know
which photos stand out and how to go
about getting them. The same prin-
ciple applies to songwriting—1o be 2
hit songwriter, it helps 1o know whar 2
hit song is.

So, here I go again this year, deter-
mined to get my 10,000 hours = I'll
point, shoot, and hope that that spe-
cial thousandth-of-a-second moment
rears its head. All the while tellin’ my-
self, “You're at the Cheyenne Fromtier Diys
rodeo, cowboy!”

Rowmie Dunn’s Lensman Progece: Cow-
boy Up! exhibit 15 on display throegh Fré-
miary 2019 & the Cheypenne Fomtier Diays
Old West Museran and Ssore, 4610 Carry
Ave, Cheyenme, Wyoming. 307.778. 7290
oldwesrmnsenm.org

In concent, be revurns to Caesers Palace in
Angust for six performances c'v,"’lr‘k Brocks
& Dvnn, Tc}’vfhvr i Fepas” caesars com

This year, Cheyrnme Froutier Diys rens
In."y 20 - 29, {ﬂ't\'-‘m com

An
\ﬂ’uld West'

and All Things |

www.texasjacks.com

REINE
RIVER

RemneRiver fineaw.com

213.220.2723

einegreiner ver.com
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