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Cattle Branding History
Cattle branding was very important on the plains of Texas before fencing became available.  Ranchers used brands as a way to identify their cattle on the open plains. Cowboys in the United States learned the technique of branding from the Spaniards that explored the Southwest United States.

The Spaniards tended to use a more intricate and artistic brand while the American cowboys went with more simple lines. They made them more simple because it was easier to make the brands and because they were able to remember a large variety of them more easily.

The brands that ranchers used were used not only to mark the cattle, but also to be a symbol of a specific ranch and was kind of signature of the cattle owner. Brands were very important because if there was lost cattle or horses, a brand would identify who the owner was.
When choosing a brand, ranchers look for a design that is easy to brand, not easily modified so it can’t be marked over with someone else’s brand, and one that is not used by someone else.

Brands are made up of symbols, letters, and numbers to create a unique identifier for each cattle owner.

When reading a brand you need to follow these three rules – 

1. Read from left to right.

2. Read from top to bottom.

3. Read from the outside in.

Some symbols are easy to identify while others are a bit more tricky. Here are some of the common marks that you might see on a brand.
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Two letters touching are called “Connecting” - 



Connected VT


A half circle on the bottom is “Rocking” - 




Rocking A




A half circle on the top means “Swinging” – 



Swinging A

Letters sharing a part are “Combined” - 




Combined VT
Feet can be added to show “walking” - 




Walking A

If they were turned around they would be 

“dragging”, if they were on top like wings 

they would be “flying.”

A shape around a letter is used in the name – for example, the Circle J would be a circle with a J inside.  

Another common brand has a “bar” connecting two letters (J Bar T).  
A letter on its side would be “lazy” and one tilted might be “tumbling.”

You can also reverse letters, make them upside down, use symbols and letters combined and also use numbers. There is a huge variety of possibilities! Most brands created today have 2-3 letters or numbers since there are so many brands already in use.

Let’s try out some of your new knowledge of branding!



