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Nicole Donahoo and
Very Smart Pearl win
2024 NRCHA World’s
Greatest Youth Horseman

Vol. 45, No. 7 May 2024



16

The packed Will Rogers 
Coliseum in Fort Worth, 
Texas, was a loud pres-

sure-cooker when Nicole 
Donahoo and Very Smart Pearl 
stepped into the arena for her 
final go in the NRCHA World’s 
Greatest Youth Horseman finals 
in February.

Then, she nailed it.
Her championship crowned 

a 10-year youth show path from 
junior rodeo to cow horse, along 
the way putting tools into her 
toolbox that she continues to 
build as a freshman at Cal Poly 
San Luis Obispo.

Which tool did she rely on as 
she entered the final? Start with 
her mindset.

“I remember thinking when I 
was trotting around in the little 
warm-up area before the final 
that my entire goal when I was 
driving out with my dad was to 
just make clean runs and make 
the finals,” says Nicole, from La 
Cresta in south Riverside County. 

“Since I already had accomplished 
that, I decided I’d just go work my 
cow and try my best -- and what-
ever happens, happens.

“I really wanted to win,” she 
adds. “But the pressure was a lit-
tle bit less.”

Of the different events in 
reined cow horse, fence work is 
the most challenging -- and most 
exhilarating. Nicole has been 
attracted to challenges on horse-
back since her parents, Richard 
and Natalie Donahoo, introduced 
her to horses at age 7.

Nicole has appreciated each 
step in her ladder of horseman-
ship, one which has reached for 
higher degree of difficulty along 
the way. From Western riding, 
things speeded up with gymkha-
na, which introduced her to new 
challenges like pole bending and 
roping. Then high school rodeo 
opened up a new world -- perfor-
mance horses -- when cutting and 
reined cow horse were introduced 

By Horsetrader staff

Nicole Donahoo brings
home NRCHA `World’s
Greatest Youth’ title
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Nicole Donahoo and Very Smart Pearl, 
aka “Captain Jack”, show at a 2023 
SCRCHA event.

Nicole aboard her 
first horse.

Support team: Nicole’s father, Richard, rodeod at Cal Poly SLO and briefly in PRCA, 
and her mother, Natalie.
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At the 2024 NRCHA World’s Greatest Youth event, Nicole took third in
 steer-stopping.
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to the teams.
“We really got going with horses 

with her,” says Richard, once a 
Cal Poly SLO steer wrestler and 
bull rider who vied in two College 
National Finals Rodeo before 
launching a successful law career. 

“We were involved in rodeo events 
which we were familiar with, 
but then she said she wanted to 
get into cutting. We hadn’t done 
the western performance world 

-- that was her pushing the enve-
lope.”

At her first high school rodeo 
cutting, Nicole’s coach was 
absent. Near an arena, she rec-
ognized Sunny McCormick and 
approached the Temecula-based 
performance horse trainer.

“I asked her if she would help 
me, and then we became friends,” 
says Nicole, who had never met 
McCormick beforehand. “After 
my run, I asked her what I could 
improve on, and she helped me 
out. That was kind of where it all 
started.”

Nicole trained under Temecula 
cutting trainer Ruben Mageno, 
and shortly after, cow horse lured 
her under McCormick’s tutelage.

“She was like a fish that just 
found water,” says Richard. “Cow 
horse is her thing, and she’s been 
really dedicated to it.”

The cow horse step wasn’t 
without difficulties. She rode one 
of the family’s horses -- a pole 
bending horse and a very nice 
Quarter Horse --  but it was time 
for the next step, a cow horse.

With McCormick’s help, 
Captain Jack was acquired. Very 
Smart Pearl is a 2015 gelding by 
Very Smart Remedy, a $2 Million 

Sire and the seventh-highest 
earning reined cow horse sire of 
all-time. His dam, Black Pearl (by 
Smart Little Pepinic), a $1 Million 
Sire, earned $120,203 in the show 
pen for Ward Ranch in reined cow 
horse events, including the 2008 
NRCHA Snaffle Bit Futurity. He is 
Smart Little Pepinic’s top earner.

Nicole calls Captain Jack “the 
real deal”, but the two years 
between his purchase and the 
World’s Greatest Youth Horseman 
title were just as real.

“I had a lot of trouble with this 
horse going down the fence,” she 
says. “When I first got him, I 
didn’t know anything. So trying 
to play 

catch up and learn so much 
while I have this really awesome 
horse who’s very high-powered 
and wants to, you know, just han-
dle it.

“I struggled with that for prob-
ably a year and a half,” she adds. 

“It took a long time to overcome. 
When my ability caught up with 
his, then we were ready to go.”

Her dad remembers this step 
well.

“The first two years, there were 
a lot of tears,” he recalls. “They 
were not where they wanted to be 

-- together. She struggled and was 
frustrated. But she stuck with it. I 
would tell her, ‘one day you guys 
are going to come together, and 
it’s just going to work’.”

Nicole and Captain Jack got 
runs down the fence together at 
the Southern California Reined 
Cow Horse Association shows. 
Last summer, she relocated to 
Cal Poly where she is an Animal 
Science major and member of the 

Training out of Tucalota Creek Ranch
39560 E. Benton Road, Temecula, CA 92592
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Flying Insect Control 
Nature’s Way…

Using Natural Pyrethrum!

Call TODAY! 800-811-1039
www.FlyGuard.com

KILLS Flying Insects
PREVENTS Spread of Disease

PROTECTS Your Animals

Fly Guard designs, manufactures, installs and 
provides service for Fly Control Systems.

• Backed by 10-year Warranty
• Helps Protect Against West Nile Virus
• Custom Designed to Fit Your Needs
• Licensed Technicians
• Free Estimates
• Factory Direct
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rodeo team. Captain Jack went 
north with her, and they now train 
with Tucker and Tina Robinson at 
Robinson Performance Horses in 
nearby Shandon.

“Being around Tucker and Tina 
pushes me to work harder and to 
really think about what I’m prac-
ticing when I’m working my hors-
es,” says Nicole, who loves practice 
as much -- or perhaps more than 

-- competing. “They make me be 
better.”

Last February, at the end of 
her final run, Tina was the first 
person Nicole saw in the loud 
Coliseum. She was standing at the 
fence, laughing because Nicole 
had almost fallen off Captain Jack 
during the run.

“I kind of misread the situation, 
and my horse just swallowed the 
cow -- and I was about hanging on 
to my horse’s shoulders,” Nicole 
laughs. “But we recovered and put 
together a good run. It was pretty 
funny, a little embarrassing. I 
would be a lot more upset about 
it if it had cost me -- I can laugh 
about it now!”

After all 11 finalists had gone 

and officials tabulated and 
announced the 2024 World’s 
Greatest Youth Horseman, Nicole 
and Captain Jack were in the 
underground warm-up arena 
alongside Tucker and fellow 
NRCHA Snaffle Bit Futurity 
Champion Nick Dowers.

“It was pretty cool to get to share 
the moment with both of them. 
High fives. It was cool,” she says.

From her early western rid-
ing classes at Ortega Equestrian 
Center in San Juan Capistrano 
through high school rodeo and 
now cow horse celebrations, 
Nicole’s appreciation touches all of 
it. She distinguishes differences, 
too.

“In rodeo, obviously, you’re going 
for speed,” she says. “So, some-
times painting a pretty picture 
isn’t the most important thing. 
And I’d say the rodeo world is a 
little bit more about showing off 
your skills rather than your horses 
or the horsemanship, which can 
be really fun. That’s how I always 
think of it when it comes to roping.

“With the cow horse, I think 
there’s a lot of emphasis on show- Jo
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Coming to

May 9-12...
TEMECULA

Timely updates: 
facebook.com/groups/209178586276158

MORE INFO:
www.scrcha.com

Iconic Jimmy Flores 
Hackamore Trophies to all  
Spectacular Champions

   

Memorial Horse Show

Spectacular
Divisions are:
• Open Bridle
• Ltd Open Bridle
• Open Hackamore
• Ltd Open Hackamore
• Non Pro Bridle
• Non Pro Hackamore
• Non Pro Boxing

SCRCHASCRCHA

• MULTIPLE DIVISIONS SPREAD     
   OVER 4 DAYS
• THREE FULL SLATES OF 
   NRCHA CLASSES
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36540 Silver Spur Rd.
Temecula ca 92592
951-529-6258
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Rich Ranch
Large paddock boarding.
Year round mare and foal care.
Retirement horses.
Pens cleaned twice daily.
Freeway close.
Temecula wine country.
Call for an appointment.
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18381 Goldenwest St.
Huntington Beach

92648

Professional Western Training, from Start to Finish
Specializing in Reining, Beginner to Non Pro

Lesson Horses Available

714.842.3011

www.RickBaerTrainingStables.comwww.RickBaerTrainingStables.comwww.RickBaerTrainingStables.com

Rick BaerRick Baer
TRAINING STABLES
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23980 E. Old Julian Highway, Ramona, CA

SAN DIEGO CO.

(903) 316-8770

35+ YEARS 
EXPERIENCE

HORSE 
TRAINING

ing unity between your horse and 
the rider, trying to make a pretty 
picture because you are judged. 
That’s something that I’ve really 
come to enjoy,” she adds. “Lately, 
I’ve been a bit more into the cow 
horse because my horse and I have 
just been getting along really well 
and we’ve had some success. Since 
moving up to San Luis Obispo, 
I’ve had the opportunity to show 
more -- it’s just kind of worked out 
that way. I still like college rodeo 
a lot, too. So, I split my time pretty 
evenly, but definitely I get to ride 
my show horse more and compete 
more now.”

The rodeo world will always be a 
part of her.

“High school rodeo gave me 
everything,” she says. “It is the 
best program ever. It makes kids 
be competitive and gets them out 
of their comfort zone. Plus there 
are a lot of opportunities for lead-
ership, and you have to maintain 
your grades. It’s an amazing pro-
gram.”

Far from over, Nicole’s career 
has left dad with many memo-
ries and points of fatherly pride. 

Richard says. “She’s had great 
trainers and she’s had some good 
horses and she’s worked really 
hard at it, but she appreciates 
everyone who has been a part of it.”

MORE ONLINE:  
Https://bit.ly/405good2great

Nicole and Buster at Ortega 
Equestrian Center

Richard says his favorite qualities 
are internal ones.

“Probably one of her great qual-
ities is she appreciates the people 
that have helped her, and she 
is leveraging that and growing,” 
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Perseverance produces Champions!

(909) 518-0100
www.kreshowhorses.com • katherine_richgar@yahoo.com

Located at Green Acres Ranch, Inc. • 35750 De Portola Rd, Temecula CA 92592 
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Full service 50 acre training facility
Arabians and Warmbloods

All Arabian disciplines plus 
Dressage, Hunter/Jumper 

and Equitation
Trainer: Katherine Rich-Elzig 

USEF licensed Judge

USDF Bronze, Silver, Gold medalist 

Assistant Trainer: 
Isabella Thompson




