
Whenever I listen to people 
say they will never find their soul 
mate, I think about my mother 
and what she accomplished in her 
life. Her story always reminds me 
that anything is possible. She was 
a living example of the fact that if 
you want something badly enough, 
you don’t quit.

My mother and 
father migrated 
from Oklahoma 
to California 
in the 1930s 
to escape the 
poverty of the 
Dust Bowl. She 
was 17 year old, 
my father was 19, 
and neither of them had graduated 
from high school. To survive, they 
went to work in the cotton fields. 
From there, they struggled until 
they owned a small dairy farm, and 
eventually, grew their assets into a 
large stockyard in the central valley 
of California.

During those years, my father, 
brother and sister all competed 
in a rodeo. But my mother was 
terrified of horses. Finally, one 
day, to everyone’s amazement, 
she climbed on a horse. She was 
almost 50. She said she was tired of 
being left out.

In professional rodeo, there is a 
timed race around three barrels set 
in a cloverleaf pattern. Horses are 
trained to race to the barrels and 
turn so sharply, they lean sideways 
into them at impossible angles. It’s 
fast and it’s dangerous. This is the 
event in which my mother chose to 
compete.

In 1965, my mother participated 
in her first rodeo in Chowchilla, 
Calif. In 1974, she won the barrel-
racing championship at the 
California State Rodeo. The rodeo 
newspaper headlines screamed: 
“Alma wins Salinas!” The world that 
knew her was thrilled. In 1983, she 
entered the Chowchilla rodeo again 
and won first place at the age of 67. 
When she neared her 80th birthday, 
my dad bought her a new saddle for 
Christmas. She kept on riding.

Despite her accomplishments 
and the thunderous applause 
from audiences, my mother never 
adjusted to the attention she 
received. 

In November 2000, I watched my 
mother enter the arena at the Cow 
Palace Rodeo near San Francisco. 
I had seen her do this hundreds of 
times, but this time was different. It 
was going to be her last ride. As the 
oldest barrel racer in professional 
rodeo, she was retiring. 

A bright spotlight followed my 
mother as she took a final victory 
lap around the ring. She looked 
unbelievable in her hot pink 
sequined shirt, pink leather chaps, 
diamond trophy belt buckle and 
black cowboy hat with feathers. 
The feathers bounced slightly as 
she trotted her little black mare, 
Beauty. As she passed the chutes 
where the cowboys were gathered, 
they took off their hats and put 
them over their hearts. 

The last time I saw my mother 
on her horse, she was leaving 
the rodeo arena with the crowd 
cheering behind her. Her sequins 
and jewels glittered in the light. 
As she rode away, I could see she 
was proud of her run but that she 
was tired from the chronic pain of 
her arthritis. As much as she didn’t 
want to quit, she knew it was time 
to hang up her chaps. 
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Never 
give up
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Breast-feeding is 
natural and has 
been done by 

mothers and babies  
since the dawn of man. 
But this natural act 
doesn’t always come easily 
to mother and child. 

Problems with proper latch on, fear of 
not feeding the baby enough, soreness and 
discomfort, and the amount of time and 
effort necessary for breast-feeding can be 

overwhelming or frustrating for mothers 
attempting it for the first time and for 
breast-feeding veterans alike.

But mothers don’t have to be alone. Different 
support groups and educational programs are 
available to assist mothers from the time they 
make the decision to breast-feed to the time 
they wean their baby off.

“Breast-feeding is natural, but mother and 
baby have to learn to do it together. And you 
have to be dedicated to doing it,” said Kelly 
Dwyer,  registered nurse and international 
board-certified lactation consultant.

Dwyer had a difficult time breast-feeding her 
first child and was disappointed to learn no 
help or support was available to her in Beaufort. 

Breast-feeding offers a variety of natural, healthy benefits

Bonding 
with baby
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“The bonding is amazing, 
especially as a new parent 
and to spend so much 
time with him and to 
know that I am giving him 
the absolute best he can 
have. Nobody else can 
give that to him.” Marisa Mann, 

Beaufort Memorial Hospital 

Birthing Center nurse➤ BREAST-FEEDING, 3C

LIFE IN 
WATERCOLOR

Artist Doug Gillett balances 
profession with passion.
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