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T
this Past aPril, Keith Isley experienced one 
of the toughest days of his storied, 40-year rodeo 
career. He had to put down a horse. 

Not just any horse. It was Amigo, a real 
friend and a 20-year-old paint horse that 
had become as close as family to Keith. Te 
two had formed a bond 
through years on the road, 
working rodeos across the 
country in a clown act 
that has made the North 
Carolina cowboy one of 
the most decorated and 
sought-afer entertainers 
in the business.

Yet, in a manner that’s 
typical for Keith, he gives 
credit to Amigo, saying, 
“He helped me get where 
I am today. He just 
turned out to be one of 
the best horses I’ve ever 
owned and a special part 
of me.”  

“Animals don’t last 
forever, though. I wish they 
did, you know, especially 
that one. But there comes a time,” Keith says, 
then pauses, searching for the words. “He had 
done his part.” 

in case anyone gets the wrong impression, 
Keith is no dewy-eyed sentimentalist. He looks, 
acts, and lives the part of the rodeo cowboy. 
He’s been thrown, stepped on, hit in the head, 
bloodied and had suffered broken bones—and 
that’s just as a rodeo clown, a career he took up 
when the bull and bareback riding of his younger 
years began to reap more pain than winnings, of 
which he had plenty. He eased into his current 
role as headline entertainer by first becoming 
a bullfighter and barrel man, both of which are 
essentially clowns but whose primary job it is to 
help riders avoid the horns, hooves and wrath of 
the bulls that threw them. 

But Keith loves his animals. “I spend more 
time with my animals than I do with my family,” 
he says. “You know I may be 6 months without 

seeing my family, but I got my animals with me.  
You get really atached to them.”

Tat bond comes through in Keith’s act. 
Along with a peppering of family-friendly jokes 
and stunts, his shtick features tricks from a 
cast of artfully trained animals that carry on 

the legacy of Amigo and 
the other creatures that 
have been a part of the 
show. Tere’s Cooter, the 
dog that Keith claims 
has an unofficial fan club 
and gets his picture taken 
as much as his master; 
Punkin’, the two-and-a-
half-foot-tall registered 
miniature horse that plays 
dead, then won’t get up 
because he’s as stubborn as 
he is small; and Badger, a 
6-year-old palomino that 
has a beautiful “smile” and 
smoooooth dance steps. 

Much of Keith’s comic 
charm is in his ability to 
improvise, especially when 
his animals don’t perform 

right on cue. “You never know what they’re 
going to do and when they’re going to do it,” he 
says. “So, you just have to be ready to go with 
the flow.” 

While Keith still gives credit to his 
animals for his show’s popularity, his peers 
give him the awards. He was named “Clown 
Act of the Year” 4 of the past 5 years by 
the Professional Rodeo and Cowboy’s 
Association, North America’s largest rodeo 
organization. Coors Brewing Company also 
named him its “Man in the Can” in 2009, as 
well as in 2006, for his continued work in 
the padded (or more to the point, armored) 
barrel that helps protect bull riders.  

Yet, among the biggest rewards of working 
in rodeos was the woman he met some 25 years 
ago. Named Melanie Elrod, she was a trick rider, 
and she married Keith in 1988. Tey worked up 
an act and toured the circuit together for several 
years, until Melanie decided to stay home. “Te 
rodeo takes a toll on your body,” she explains. 

c o v e r  s t o r y

At home and on the road 
with the world’s funniest 

rodeo entertainer.
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