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RIGHT
AS
REIN
Not long after retirement,
aerospace engineer Murray
Thompson ’72 took to the
saddle and became a cow
horse champion. | 24

04

SERVICE TO COMMUNITY

28

ENGINEERING SCENTS

30

RECON MAN

24

HARVEY MUDD COLLEGE

HERD
MENTALITY
It takes a special breed of horse and rider to be
successful in the sport of reined cow horse.
WRITTEN BY CHRIS QUIRK
PHOTOS BY SAXON HOLT AND PRIMO MORALES

UNLESS YOU FOLLOW THE SPORT
or grew up on a ranch, you have
probably never seen a horse do
anything quite like this.
Crouching with hooves
outstretched and haunches high,
intent on the cow’s next move,
the horse looks more canine
than equine, like a border collie
at work. The cow darts left and
right in an attempt to get past
horse and rider to rejoin its herd.
Each time, the horse sprints,
bounds and slides to a halt to cut
off the cow’s path. A back-andforth dance of feints and dashes
continues until the horn sounds,
horse and rider relax, and the
relieved cow is enfolded by
the herd.
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he sport is reined cow horse, consisting of
herd work, rein work and cow work, and
sometimes referred to as a Western form of
dressage. It requires riders of the highest
skill and superlatively trained, smart and
athletic horses.
And unless you have met Murray Thompson ’72,
you probably don’t know any aerospace engineers
who are also prizewinning horsemen. Thompson
won the 2011 Non Pro Bridle category at the
National Reined Cow Horse Association (NRCHA)
world championship at the age of 62. He began
riding at 50.
Thompson spent 39 years in aerospace, primarily
working on satellite launches. Starting with Hughes
Space and Communications right after graduating
from Harvey Mudd College, he stayed with the company through various incarnations until retiring,
when he bought a 20-acre ranch near Fresno so he
could train full time.
When Thompson began his engineering career,
the satellite business was in its infancy. Bruce
Shuman was an engineering colleague of Thompson’s. “Back then, to launch a satellite, you had 25 or
30 programs doing different things—tracking location, finding ground stations or aiming thrusters,
for example,” Shuman recounts. “Each program
might have been written by a different department,
and the outputs for one program were the inputs
for another, so it got complicated. The genius of
what Murray did, working with his colleague Mike
Schecter, was to streamline the whole process by
creating one big program to track all the data you
needed for the satellite.”
“Previously, individual data for a particular satellite was hard coded into the source code,” Thompson
explains. “We created an architecture where all that
data resided in a database unique to each satellite.”
Hughes went from launching a satellite every
two or three years to launching half a dozen per
year. “In the end we only had three launch failures,
and to my knowledge not a single, solitary problem
traced back to software,” says Shuman.
While Thompson was still working in aerospace,
his daughter became interested in riding. “When
she started showing, I was following her around and
saw a reined cow horse class and thought it would be
fun,” Thompson says.
The reined cow horse discipline was developed
by vaqueros in the Southwest and California. Huge
numbers of cattle had to be managed, often on an
open range. Riders needed to control their horses
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Here, Thompson rides Smart Time Tuck, a top
prizewinning cow horse. The duo claimed the 2011
championship in the Non Pro Bridle category.

IS DEVOTED
“ MURRAY
NOT JUST TO WINNING
BUT TO BEING A GOOD
HORSEMAN, AND HE
ALWAYS TRIES HIS
UTMOST. THERE’S NO
QUIT IN THE MAN.

”

— LYN ANDERSON, WORLD CHAMPION
PRO NRCHA RIDER

with as little input as possible so they
could have hands free for herding
tasks. To accomplish this, horse and
rider needed to be in exquisite sync,
working together to separate particular cows from the herd or control
their movement on the range. It could
take years to fully train a horse in
the maneuvers that would make it
effective.
The events at reined cow horse
competitions include compulsory
patterns of loping and galloping—
including displays of agility like
high-speed sliding stops and spins—and herding
loose cows with strategic riding to guide a cow’s
movements, often at full speed. Riders use no ropes,
depending on speed and guile to control the cows.
The sport has professional divisions for the top-level
riders on the very best horses, and several non-pro
divisions for competitors who must ride their own
horses.
Thompson started taking riding lessons in 2000.
Before long, he found himself driving five hours
each way to Madera to learn rein work and cow
work with Lyn Anderson, a horse trainer and world
champion pro NRCHA rider. Eventually, Thompson
bought his own horse—one Anderson had trained—
to start competing seriously. It turned out to be not
just any horse.
The horse was named Smart Time Tuck. “That
may be my all-time favorite horse,” says Anderson.
“Even though I’d not ridden much yet, I knew
this horse was talented. It was like the difference
between driving a passenger car and a high-performance one,” says Thompson.
Russ Greathouse, a friend and fellow non-pro
rider, agrees. “Zip—that’s the horse’s barn name—
was really something, but any trainer will tell you
the rider has to push the right buttons at the right
time.”
At first, Thompson’s engineering proclivities
served him well. “My analytical background was
helpful in training because I knew how to break
down problems and isolate things that weren’t
working,” he says.
Then they got in the way. “Murray is precise,”
says Anderson. “That is good for the reining

patterns, which take careful preparation. Working
with cows was tougher for him, as cows don’t follow
patterns. He was green at first and would make pilot
errors instead of trusting the horse, because the
horse actually knew better than he did. Eventually,
though, they became a really good pair.”
“In herd work—separating the cow from the
herd—the rider does the least,” says Thompson.
“Everything happens so quick that it works best if
the horse is just reacting instinctively, which comes
from its training.”
“A lot of people—especially men, though not
Murray—come in here, and they treat the horses
like they are cars,” Anderson says. “You know,
do this and the horse will do that. But horses are
thinking beings, not mechanical beings. The people
that make the best riders are the ones that are able
to analyze what they are doing and adjust.”
Before long, the awards started piling up for
Thompson, and he moved up the ranks until he was
competing in the top non-pro division. Then came
the 2011 season.
“I was there when Murray won that world
championship,” Greathouse recalls. “Murray, Lyn
Anderson and I all drove down there together in
Lyn’s big rig. Murray’s focus was phenomenal,
and he peaked at exactly the right time. It was an
exciting moment to witness. Murray won the Non
Pro Bridle, Lyn won the Open Hackamore competition, and I was reserve [second] in the Non Pro Two
Rein. When we pulled out of there, we tried to take
all the money in Texas with us! We didn’t quite, but
anytime you’re fortunate enough to get a check it’s
fun.”
“It’s basically a miracle if you win,” says
Thompson. “In the recent competition in Reno, a
pro rider on one of the best horses I saw was having
a spectacular run, and at the last second, the cow
they were working just ran over them. Two years of
training and in the last few seconds it all falls apart.
It was beyond the control of both horse and rider;
they just got a bad cow, as they call it. There is so
much that can go wrong, and to win it, all has to go
right.”
“Murray is devoted not just to winning but
to being a good horseman, and he always tries
his utmost,” says Anderson. “There’s no quit in
the man.”
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