
@“An auctioneer wo r ki ng with a good set
o f r i ngmen is n o t unl i ke a sp o rt s tea m , ”
says S te ve Dorran, Airdrie, Al ta., Ca nada .

Twen ty - f ive dollar bid it now, t h i rty doll a r, t h i rty
Wi ll you gimmie thirty, m a ke it thirty
Bid it on a thirty doll a r, wi ll you gimmie thirty
wh o’ ll bid it at a thirty dollar bi d ?

— “The Au cti o n e er,” by Le Roy Van Dyke

A u c t i o n e e rs p ra c t i ce their cra ft to sell ca t t le — 
and discover true value along the way.

Story & photos by Brooke Byrd
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@“ My dad told me a long time ago, never ever wo r k your bu t t o f f and try
to sell a bad one too high, bu t n e ver sell a good one too ch ea p,” says J o e
G o gg i ns, Bill i ngs, Mont.

CONTINUED ON PAGE 102



He’s the man behind the 
m i c roph one and the voi ce calling all

the shots. He’s the one you trust with yo u r
bid — the aucti on referee . The aucti on eer is
perhaps the most vi s i ble figure at the
l ive s tock aucti on , and he’s the one wh o
bri n gs in the final paych eck for many cattle
produ cers .

Au cti ons bring in mill i ons of do ll a rs each
ye a r. According to studies by MORPAC E
In tern a ti onal and Ha rris In teractive , to t a l
l ive aucti on sales su rp a s s ed $200 bi ll i on in
2 0 0 3 . L ive s tock aucti ons made up 9% of a ll
l ive aucti on gross revenue in 2003, wi t h
$17.1 bi ll i on , a 10.2% increase from 2002.

Online aucti ons have had a big role in
the growth of the aucti on bu s i n e s s , s ays Ji m
Pen n i n g ton , i n s tru ctor at the Worl d
Ch a m p i on Co ll ege

of Au cti on eeri n g,Ba kers f i el d , Ca l i f . “e Bay ®
has re a lly, in the last few ye a rs , bro u ght a lot
of a t ten ti on to aucti on s ,” he ob s erve s . In
tu rn , m ore atten ti on has also tu rn ed to the
a u cti on eer. More and more produ cers are
deciding to sell their animals at aucti on s ,
and the aucti on eer is the most import a n t
p l ayer.

L i fe on the go
Most aucti on eers , 9 3 % , a re men , and 35%

a re co ll ege gradu a te s . More than half own
t h eir own businesses and 59% are bet ween
45 and 64 ye a rs old. Being a live s tock
a u cti on eer invo lves a life full of travel and
s tories and requ i res a unique set of s k i ll s .

“Th ere are license laws in 37 states in the
U. S . , wh ere there are certain requ i rem ents to
be an aucti on eer,” n o tes Pen n i n g ton , wh o

n ow owns a real estate aucti on fra n ch i s i n g
com p a ny after 25 ye a rs in the live s tock
a u cti on bu s i n e s s .

To fulfill those requ i rem en t s , m a ny
wishing to become aucti on eers atten d
a u cti on sch ools wh ere they learn the ABCs of
the aucti on bu s i n e s s , Pen n i n g ton says .“A
little bit abo ut adverti s i n g,a little bit abo ut
acco u n ti n g,a little bit abo ut con tracts and a
little bit abo ut due diligen ce .”

However, m a ny aucti on eers , l i ke
Pen n i n g ton , grow up learning their aucti on
A B C s .“ My gra n d f a t h er was an aucti on eer,
and my father and uncle were aucti on eers ,”
he rec a ll s .“I basically grew up in a live s tock
a u cti on market from wh en I was just a baby.”

Joe Goggi n s , Bi ll i n gs , Mon t . , also grew up
a round live s tock aucti on s .“I went to bu ll
sales all my life with my dad ,” he says .“ I ’m
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To the un t rained ea r, an
auctioneer may s o und like

h e ’ s j ust m ixi ng a bun ch of
wo rds and numbers

to ge t h e r. Howe ve r, his cha n t is
m u ch more co m pl i ca ted than it

a pp ea rs. 
An auctioneer is “ t h e

co m m un i ca tor between the buyer and
the selle r, and he does t ha t t h rough a

chant,” says Jim Pe n n i ngton, inst r u c tor at
the Wo r ld Champion College of A u c t i o n e e r i ng ,

Ba ke rs f i e ld, Ca l i f. “You use a cha n t to acce p t
bi ds to esta bl ish a ma r ke t value through co m p e t i t i ve

bi dd i ng — wha t I ha ve and wha t I wa n t. ”
Pe n n i ngto n ’ s sch o ol tea ch es the cha n t to people alread y

fa m il iar with the auction busi n ess. He fo cus es on tea ch i ng
a basi c chant, or gro ove, tha t stu d e n t s can la te r
p e rs o na l i ze. “We try to scra tch a gro ove in their
su b co nsci o uso f the basi c chant,” he says. After ma ki ng a
m ista ke, “they can always go ba ck to tha t o r ig i na l g ro ove
t ha t we drill i n to them so they can ge t ba ck on tra ck .

“The nex t step is to be able to co m m un i ca te in a
r hythmic, pleasi ng fashion,” he co n t i n u es. “Anyone who’s
n e ver done it co uld co m m un i ca te by sayi ng, ‘I ha ve one
d olla r, I need two dolla rs.’ … The art o f bid ca ll i ng is to ta ke
t ha t basi c p r i n ci ple and develop it. ”

In order to be clear and rhythmic, “Repetition is t h e
mother skill,” Pe n n i ngton says. “You need to know
n u m b e rs; they need to come out su b co nsci o usl y, almost
fo rwa rd and ba ckwa rd.” As an auctioneer ta kes bi ds, he is
“ co n t i n u a ll y ge t t i ng a new bid and a new price esta bl is h e d
o f w ha t you ha ve and wha t you wa n t.” 

B rea t h i ng is a lso vi ta l to the cha n t. “You almost ha ve to
learn how to breathe all ove r,” Pe n n i ngton obs e rves .
D i f fe re n t s kills m ust be developed, su ch as “ b rea t h i ng at
the rig h t time, knowi ng how long tha t b reath is go i ng to
last, increasi ng your lung ca pa ci t y, lea r n i ng tha t you must

b reathe with your dia p h ragm and un d e rsta n d i ng wha t yo u r
d ia p h ragm is, and where is i t and how it wo r ks . ”

P ra c t i ce is a bs ol u te l y cr u cia l b e ca use of h ow ma ny
t h i ngs an auctioneer must do at o n ce. “Yo u ’ re thinki ng
a b o u t your crowd; yo u ’ re thinki ng about the item yo u ’ re
s e ll i ng; yo u ’ re thinki ng about the sa les ma nship of w ha t
co uld I say to ma ke this b r i ng more money, ke e p i ng tra ck o f
w h e re your last bid was and sca n n i ng the crowd for another
bid, then all o f a su dden re m e m b e r i ng wha t p r i ce you ha ve
and wha t p r i ce you want,” he says. “A lot o f t i m es a new
auctioneer will j ust go bla n k . ”

Speed is a fa c tor an auctioneer must co nsi d e r. “Wha t a
l o t o f p e o ple don’t un d e rstand is t h is— auctioneering
speed does n o t come from how ma ny wo rds you can say a
m i n u te,” Pe n n i ngton ex pla i ns. “The speed co m es f rom the
r hythm, the timing and the brea t h i ng .

“ I t ’ s a ll a b o u t ta ki ng a set o f n u m b e rs and emphasi zi ng
t h ose numbers with ve ry few filler wo rds,” he co n t i n u es .
F iller wo rds a re one way an auctioneer esta bl is h esa
d ist i n c t p e rs o na l i t y, bu t t h e y can also inte rfe re wi t h
b rea t h i ng. Pe n n i ngton tea ch es h isstu d e n t s to inte r je c t
wo rds l i ke “dollar bid” between their numbers, bu t p o i n t s
o u t t ha t “the more sylla bles you use, the more the rhy t h m
is j ust n o t t h e re.” He also avo i dsce rtain filler wo rds t ha t
b egin with “w” or “h” beca use they ex p e l a i r. “If you just
say ‘ bid’ or ‘dollar bid,’ you co nst r i c t your throa t and yo u
a re in co n t rol o f the amoun t o f air co m i ng out o f yo u r
l ungs,” he says .

A fter maste r i ng the basi cs, an auctioneer can then wo r k
h is own un ique pers o na l i t y i n to his cha n t. Above all ,
though, Pe n n i ngton notes t ha t the cha n t m ust be clea r.
“ You mig h t t h i n k yo u ’ re the best-s o un d i ng, fastest
auctioneer in the wo r ld, bu t you fa il i f e ven a sma ll
p e rce n ta ge of your crowd ca n n o t un d e rstand wha t you are
t ryi ng to co m m un i ca te . ”

For more info r mation on the Wo r ld Champion College of
A u c t i o n e e r i ng, visi t w w w.ch a m p i o n b i d call i ng .co m.
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Calling the shots



just kind of s el f - t a u gh t .” Now an aucti on eer
at Pu blic Au cti on Ya rds (PAYS) in Bi ll i n gs
t h ree to four days a wee k , G oggins travel s
a round the Un i ted States to sell abo ut 100
p u rebred sales a ye a r.

“The travel deal is to u gh ,” he ad m i t s .“ In
the spring of the ye a r, s t a rting the first of
Febru a ry, u n til abo ut the first of May, I ’ ll be
gone prob a bly three to four days a wee k .

“You miss a lot of b a ll ga m e s ,” h e
con ti nu e s .“You do spend a lot of time aw ay
f rom your family, and that’s prob a bly the re a l
n ega tive part of the whole thing.”

S teve Dorra n , Ai rd ri e , Al t a . , Ca n ad a , s ays
he travels 200 days a ye a r, s elling abo ut 150
p u rebred Angus sales in the Un i ted State s
and Ca n ad a . “You get used to going in and
o ut of a i rports and driving rental cars .

“ I ’m a people pers on , and I love bei n g
a round peop l e ,” he con ti nu e s .“ Because I
en j oy doing what I do, it doe s n’t seem to be
m on o ton o u s . Th ere’s a different sale every
d ay, and because yo u’re working in differen t
s t a tes and different co u n tri e s , yo u’re not
working with the same people day after day.”
Si n ce abo ut 80% of his sales come from
repeat bu s i n e s s , he of ten gets to catch up

with the people he’s met .

A t the top of their ga m e
Some aucti on eers parti c i p a te in con te s t s .

Pen n i n g ton , the 2000 In tern a ti onal Live s tock
Au cti on eering Ch a m p i on and the 1998
Re s erve Ch a m p i on at the World Live s tock
Au cti on eer Ch a m p i onship (W LAC ) , s ays ,
“Th ey ju d ge you on rhyt h m , on speed , on
cl a ri ty — how does the aucti on eer move the
sale along and con du ct himsel f .”

G oggi n s , a repeat finalist at the W LAC ,
ad d s ,“One of the major cri teria is, would yo u
h i re this aucti on eer ? ”

While a con test provi des one test of
a u cti on eering skill s , the main test is in the
s a l ering or aucti on barn .“A good
[ a u cti on eer] wi ll make cattle bring qu i te a
bit more than just an ord i n a ry on e ,” G oggi n s
ex p l a i n s . In order to do so, h owever, he mu s t
combat the many things that can go wron g.

The worst thing in the worl d , G oggi n s
s ays , is being sick .“ I ’d just as soon have the
f lu as a sore throa t .” Fa tigue from long days
and hours on the bl ock and on the road can
cause probl em s , as can power out a ges and
h a rsh we a t h er.

The pre s en ce of l ive animals also adds an
i n tere s ting el em en t .“I sold a sale one ti m e
wh ere a bu ll got underneath the bl ock , ri gh t
u n derneath us, and it’s just like riding a
bu cking hors e ,” G oggins says .“ I ’ve had som e
bu lls jump out of the ring and into the
c rowd ; I ’ve had a couple jump in the bl ock .
You see all kinds of t h i n gs .

“Th ere’s never a du ll mom ent around on e
of these de a l s ,” he con ti nu e s .

W ha t i t ta kes
One of the first things that spring to mind

wh en con s i dering an aucti on eer is his ch a n t ,
or dialogue du ring the sale (see “Ca lling the
s h o t s” ) .

“ Everyone has his own bid ch a n t ,” Dorra n
s ays .“That is prob a bly one of the things that
s ets us apart and makes us uniqu e .”

Pen n i n g ton’s sch ool focuses almost
en ti rely on te aching the ch a n t .“The chant is
the aucti on eer ’s com mu n i c a ti on bet ween
h i m s el f and the buyers , repre s en ting the
s ell er. Bro ken down into the very basics, t h e
a u cti on eer is conveying to the buying crowd
what I have and what I want,” he ex p l a i n s .

The most important part of the chant is
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