
Cullen Santino Le Roy from Lowell, Indiana is a 15 year old member
of the National Reining Horse Youth Association (NRHyA) and Varsity
Reining Club (VRC). Cullen competes in NRHA Para Reining, along
with numerous leadership activities in NRHyA. Lerin Thomas, NRHA
youth programs advisor, had the opportunity to sit down with Cullen
and talk about his mare, his leadership roles in NRHyA and what he
likes to do outside of NRHyA in his free time.
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How long have you been involved in
NRHyA?
This is my third year to be involved in
NRHyA and I am loving every second!

What is your favorite activity to participate
in as an NRHyA member?
I love having the opportunity to compete
with my mare Smokin N Tinseltown,
who I call Tinsel! 

Was it easy for you to be a leader when
you first began your journey with NRHyA?
No, leadership is something I want to be
able to do well, but interacting with
people is a little scary for me. I had to
push myself to make eye contact, speak
clearly and get involved in conversations. 

What has been one of the biggest
challenges for you to overcome while
being an NRHyA member?
I struggle with remembering some very
important things. In the beginning it was
patterns, and I still struggle when I have
more than three to four patterns to run

in a weekend at a show. I think that my
critical thinking skills, especially when I
have to act quickly, is one of my biggest
challenges I am working on overcoming.

What is your favorite part of VRC?
My favorite part about VRC is being able
to earn points for doing things I love,
especially community service. I really
love helping people in need!

What are some activities you participate
in that happen in your region or affiliate?
I like to help out my
affiliate by creating social
media artwork for them
and help at shows by
spreading the word
about NRHyA and
VRC. My affiliate also
added para-reining
classes last year and
that means a lot to
me. 

Who has been your
biggest role model
in NRHyA so far?
I feel that my biggest role
models are the NRHyA officers. They are
kind, welcoming and have a lot of
knowledge to share about reining. I am
hopeful that I can one day be as outgoing
and knowledgeable as them. They are
great leaders! 

What are some hobbies you have outside
of NRHyA? 
Outside of NRHyA, I show chickens and
goats. I have an emotional support goat
that I like to share with others, so we
take him to different places. I am very

involved in 4-H and compete in judging.
I am the 4-H recreation committee chair
in my local club and the reporter for 4-
H Junior Leaders this year. 

What would be one piece of advice that
you would give a young person who was
on the fence about joining NRHyA?
I would tell them NRHyA is like a family.
The awards, recognition and
scholarships are all amazing, but meeting
new people and being able to share ideas
with people who have the same interests
as you is something that every young

person should be able to
experience. F
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Cullen Santino Le Roy

Cullen Le Roy
In 2016, Cullen Le Roy and his coach,
NRHA Professional Brett Walters, sent his
story—‘My Reining Journey’—to the NRHA
Reiner staff. Touched by his words, which
nailed the significance of the human-horse
bond, the NRHA Reiner team published his
story in the 2016 December issue. Cullen
Le Roy’s article earned the Reiner the 2016
American Horse Publications Honorable
Mention Award. 

n Christmas of2013 my mombought my dad arescue horsenamed “Clown.”I started hanging

out with my dad and Clown and

could not believe how cool horses

were. It did not take long for me to

want a horse of my own. My mom

signed me up for 4H and said that if

I show hard work and dedication at

the rescue and in 4H, maybe I could

get my own horse.All winter long I worked really

hard to muck and learn the basics of

grooming and ground work with a

horse. I also did a lot of work in 4H

to learn as much as I could about

horses and ponies. For Easter, my

mom surprised me with my own

horse “Salena.”Once I had my own horse I could

not get enough of horse stuff and

quickly found out about the TV

shows on RFD TV and began watch-

ing NRHA Inside Reining faithfully.

I became a Shawn Flarida fan imme-

diately and still love watching him

and learning from him today! From

that point on I knew that I wanted

to be a reiner.My self confidence was really

down before we got Clown and I

joined 4H because I’m a little dif-

ferent at school and am in special

classes. Many kids bullied me and

made fun of me for being in special

classes. Once I got my horse and

became more involved in 4H I 

didn’t even notice the other kids

anymore and all I wanted to do

was get home to ride my horse or

watch Shawn Flarida. For the rest

of that year, I worked really hard

to learn the basics of horseman-

ship with my mare but really

wanted to learn Reining.
I talked to the previous owner of

my mare and found out that she had

two years of reining training so for

the last show of the year I tried my

first reining pattern. It did not go

very well but all of the other reiners

were so nice to me and made me feel

really good just for trying.

After that show, secretly mom was

shopping for a reining horse for me

but I had to make a tough decision, I

had to sell Salena. This meant that I

had to really like my new buddy be-

cause I really loved Salena and she

took very good care of me. After a lot

of thought I made the decision to sell

her and get a reining horse. 
I got my reiner, “Tinsel” in 

November of 2015 and I could not

be any more happy than I am today

because I have learned so much

about the sport that I love, and more

importantly myself. My mom started

taking me to shows to see what hap-

pens in Reining and to learn more

about how it is judged. Mom gave

me the best surprise of all; I got to

meet Shawn Flarida! He was great

and told me to keep at it and I can

be like him one day. I will always re-

member those words so that I can

keep pushing myself.After that show, the search was

on for training and trainers and this

was not an easy task for us. We met

a lot of trainers that were great peo-

ple and great trainers but for some

reason they just could not figure me

out and that’s when we met Brett

Walters, my new and hopefully for-

ever trainer.Mr. Brett (that’s what I call him)

has helped me so much and I could

never thank him enough for that.

When I first started Reining he no-

ticed that I needed assistance with

some things. We started using a
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For Cullen Le Roy, Reining proved to be a true game-changer.

Cullen Le Roy and Smokin N Tinseltown 

My ReiningJOURNEY

        

headset so that he could keep me calm

and focused in the show pen and that

was really great! It did not matter to

him that I was not a top reiner he just

wants to help me succeed. He wants me

to succeed not only in Reining but in

life and that means a lot to me. We have

had some very frustrating shows be-

cause there are times when I just mess

up but Mr. Brett is always looking for

ways to help me out. He introduced me

to Jennifer Hoyt who told me about

Para-Reining and this is where my jour-

ney gets very exciting because I got to

participate in the Quarter Horse 

Congress this year in Para-Reining.
Horses, horse people and activities

have really changed me for the better

and even when I get bullied it does not

make me as sad as it used to because I

always know that there are bigger

things out there waiting for me to ac-

complish. Many of the people at the

NRHA shows know that I’m different

and they do not care, they are helpful

and very nice to me. I met a new friend

Mariana Vazquez and she told me that

winning everything does not necessarily

teach you a lot but when you win after

a tough streak you appreciate it that

much more. Well, after three shows of

nothing but zeros I got two scores and

a fourth place; the first thing I thought

about was what Mariana told me be-

cause that day was very special to me.

I wanted to share my story because

where there is a will, there is a way and

when you have good people around

you it’s much easier to achieve your

goals. The NRHA is full of great people

who are like family to me and because

of that; I’m very excited for the rest of

my reining journey.�

“… I could not be any more happy
than I am today because I have

learned so much about the sport that
I love, and more importantly myself.”

        


