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PART ONE
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1

Homestead and Horses

The wild horses moved across the ridge. It was a small band, three mares with new foals and two yearlings, headed by a buckskin stallion. All looked sleek in the July sun, their bellies bulging from buffalo grass.

At the first sound of the approaching rider, the buckskin arched his neck and squealed a warning. The lead mare, a big bay, turned and broke into a run up the far edge of the draw. The other mares and foals followed, while the wary stallion nipped at the flanks of one of the yearlings to hurry it along.

Fannie Sperry, riding her fastest gelding, Brownie, galloped up the embankment, leaning into the climb as she guided her horse among the rocks. Catching sight of the wild herd, she reined to a stop and held up her hand to signal her younger brother, Walter.

“It’s only that buckskin and his family,” she said, taking off her scruffy hat and wiping her faded calico sleeve across her forehead.

“No, Fannie, look!” Walter hauled back on the reins as he pulled alongside and pointed across the ridge where a glint of silver flashed through the stand of jack pine at the edge of the draw. A young stallion galloped from the trees after the retreating band. Close behind him ran two other three-year-olds, both bays.

“Holy Moses! It’s Chinook!” Fannie touched the heels of her boots to Brownie’s flanks. “I’ll head him off. You get Ma.”

“Don’t let him get away,” Walter shouted, starting Elsie, his dappled mare, at a gallop back down the trail.

Fannie gave Brownie his head, and the gelding sprang forward after the fleeing stallion. She had wanted to get him corralled since the first time she’d seen him, a sturdy chestnut colt frisking on the high range. As the weeks passed, she noticed his dark coat changing. He lost his foal hair, turned a rosy color, then, finally, a luminous silver-gray.

“Some colts are foaled dark,” her mother explained, “but then the lighter color comes over them like a warm chinook wind blows over the Rockies to change a spell of freezing weather,” Chinook. Fannie felt a tinge of pride as she settled on the name for the wild colt.

The Sperrys kept an eye on the feral bands that ran in the foothills above their ranch. In the spring, competition for the mares compelled the dominant stallions to drive off maturing males. Usually, these young horses continued to graze nearby, out of range of the stallions’ fierce nips and thrashing hoofs. They were content to engage in playful mock battles among themselves or halfhearted attempts at worrying the dominant stallions. But when danger threatened, they were allowed to rejoin the safety of the band. That spring, the dominant buckskin had challenged Chinook, driving him off, and forcing him to join the two young bay stallions that would be his companions until each was able to win mares of his own.

Narrowing her keen blue eyes against the wind as they raced up the draw, Fannie murmured to Brownie, “This time we’ll get him corralled for sure.”

The Sperrys had rigged a blind corral around a rocky spring 3 miles above the ranch by constructing a rough fence surrounded by brush. Open at both ends, the enclosure had a concealed gate at each end, and wild horses, accustomed to entering and leaving freely as they went to the spring for water, could be trapped by closing the gates as they drank. Brownie had been captured that way. Now his ears pointed straight ahead, alert for sounds of the wild herd, and Fannie bent low over his neck, keeping out of sight below the ridge as she neared the top of the draw.
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Fannie had learned to ride almost as soon as she could walk. Her mother, Rachel, had ridden with each of the five Sperry children in the saddle in front of her when they were babies. The two older girls, Carrie and Bertha, were first, then Arthur, and, finally, Fannie and Walter. They had taken their first solo rides on Old Bob, a bunged-up, white horse that their father, Datus, sometimes put to harness. If a child slipped from Old Bob’s broad back, Rachel boosted the toddler aboard with instructions to hold on tighter.

As the years passed, Rachel would shake her head with both trepidation and pride, claiming the children rode like “wild Injuns.” They loved to chase the scattered bands of wild horses that roamed the foothills near the homestead. Some folks called the feral bands mustangs, but descendants of that early Spanish-bred stock hadn’t drifted that far north. Most of Montana’s wild horses had come from domestic stock lost or abandoned by homesteaders or cattlemen, and the unbranded offspring were mavericks, free to anyone who could catch them. Each year the Sperrys added several to their string.

Fannie concentrated on the task ahead, her mouth pressed into its usual determined line at the prospect of capturing the best of them yet, the silver-gray stallion. Nearly fifteen hands, she guessed, and as well-formed as a purebred. Harsh winters and sparse grazing stunted many of the feral horses, and inbreeding destroyed most of the characteristics of specific breeds, leaving the animals small and shaggy, some little more than runty scrubs. But fresh blood from more recent strays produced enough of a mix of desired traits to make their capture worthwhile. Some of the herds even bore the marks of racing blood attributed to a Thoroughbred stallion that had roamed the range years before.

Datus Sperry was always pleased when he found the weight and strength of a Percheron, or the quickness of a Steeldust among the wild bunch, but he grumbled and passed up any with pinto, piebald, or calico markings. He disliked what he called “those Injun ponies.”

But Fannie liked the Injun ponies. Pintos were her favorites.
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Now her face flushed in the hot sun as she worked her way behind and downwind from the band, watching patiently until Chinook began to move back toward the draw. If he’d just keep moseying that way, she could cut him off and drive him down to the corral. Deciding not to wait for Walter, she turned Brownie off the trail and spurred him in a wide arc, cutting the silver-gray horse off from the others. “Yeeeeow!” she yelled, fanning her hat above her head.

Chinook pranced sideways, his neck arched, then bolted down the trail. Fannie urged Brownie after him, and as she charged onto the trail, she heard a faint call from below. Good old dependable Walter was on his way with help. “I got him,” she hollered. Down the mountain she raced, Brownie’s feet swift and sure as a mountain goat’s over rocks and around scrub juniper as he veered to one side, then the other, to keep Chinook on the trail.

But the wild horse widened his lead. Skittering off the trail down a slide of loose shale, he jumped a rocky creek and headed up along the bank toward higher ground. Fannie pulled up. The creek was impossible to ford, and though Brownie was fast, he wasn’t a jumper. She grimaced her disappointment.

Then she heard her mother shout, “We’ll bring him down.” Rachel had ridden up on the other side of the ridge and was coming down along the creek. The clash of hoofs against the rocks sounded as if her sisters, Carrie and Bertha, must be up there, too. The wild horse hesitated, then Fannie could hear him thundering back down. Brownie whinnied and pulled at his bit, eager to join the chase, but she held him till Chinook came into view again.

“Head him onto the trail,” Fannie yelled, glimpsing Walter off to the side among the trees. The young stallion pounded toward him, nostrils flared, the flying mane and tail glinting silver in the dappled sunlight. Walter waved his hat, hazing the renegade horse straight for the blind corral. “We got him!” he shouted.

“Not yet we ain’t,” came their mother’s shout. “But Arthur’s down below.” The petite woman, her skirt flapping, crouched over her mount as it sailed over the creek, followed by both Carrie and Bertha on their big, swift horses.

Fannie grinned. She admired good horsemanship. She was pleased, too, that her older brother had come along. Usually he was too busy with ranch chores to chase wild horses. What fun! The whole family helping haze Chinook into the corral. All but Pa.

She held her breath as the young stallion thundered into the hidden enclosure. He galloped past the spring, discovered the far end was blocked, then whirled and raced back toward the entrance. Arthur sprang from the brush and pushed the gate shut. Fannie and the others converged on the corral and dismounted as the trapped horse reeled back and forth, squealing his distress.

Fannie, near to bursting with delight, ran to the fence, her dark braids bobbing over the shoulders of her faded shirtwaist. “Don’t be afraid, Chinook.”

Carrie fanned her neck with her hat, lifting the sweat-soaked cluster of light-brown curls tied back with a leather thong. “Think it’ll hold him?”

“It’s solid.” Arthur twisted the heavy wire that held the gate shut.

“Let him cool down,” their mother said. “There’s water and plenty of grass. Now we better get back. Your pa will be wondering why we rode off like we was half crazy.”

The family often rode off without him. Fannie realized when very young that, despite his expertise with draft horses, her father never rode horseback. “Pa,” she had asked, “don’t you like to ride?”

“It hurts me too much,’ was his response. Yet, he knew more about horses than anybody. She had seen him break to the harness even the orneriest critter, and stockmen were always stopping by the ranch to buy or trade for his well-trained teams. When logging operations began nearby, his draft horses were employed skidding logs to the river. The logs were then floated downstream for use in the building of a new town, Great Falls. And he was particular about the care of his livestock. “We always take care of our horses before we take care of ourselves” was a rule that none of the children ever broke.
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Fannie would take care of Chinook all right. Still tingling from the excitement of the chase and the thrill of capturing the wild horse, she couldn’t wait to begin breaking him. He would make a fine saddle horse, the envy of every family in the valley. But first, she decided, she would ride him in a real bucking-horse contest. It was time she proved to a few of those conceited, clumsy cowboys, who won the prize money at local roundups, that a girl could ride as well—or even better—than any cowboy.

“I’ll stay here for a while and make sure he don’t jump the fence,’ she said.

Rachel, mounting up, motioned toward the ranch. “We got to get ready for tomorrow’s big doings.” To Fannie, her mother’s small, commanding figure astride—faded dress tucked around her well-worn boots, strands of her dark, gray-streaked hair flying from its bun—represented the finest of western womanhood.

Carrie gave her sister a stern look. “If you’re goin’ to the Fourth of July picnic, you gotta help fix. You can peel potatoes.”

Fannie shrugged. She hated kitchen chores, but now that she had Chinook corralled she guessed she could take on any burden, even peeling potatoes. With a last fond look at her prize, his coat glistening with sweat as he paced in the shade of the rock overhang, she spurred after the others.

“Do I have to go tomorrow?” Fannie pouted. “I could start breakin’ him”

“It’s time you got your mind off horses once in a while,” Carrie scolded. “Here you are, fourteen years old, and you’re hardly ever out of the saddle.”

Bertha agreed. “There’s more to life than horse biscuits, you know.” Bertha’s warm, brown hair highlighted a glowing skin, and her posture in the saddle gave her a regal look, even in her work clothes, much like their mother.

“Oh, all right. I’ll go.” Fannie pulled her hat down tight. “Come on, Walter, I’ll race you.” The two youngest Sperrys took off down the mountain, Brownie and Elsie neck and neck. Fannie couldn’t imagine a time when she would stop thinking about horses. They had always been her best friends—hers and Walter’s.
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Her earliest memories were of the wild horses. At night, snuggled on her cot in the girls’ small bedroom behind the kitchen, she would hear the pounding of hoofs as the wild bands raced down from the high ridges toward the salt lick beyond the Hilger ranch, and she would listen for their faraway whinnying.

One afternoon when she was only two years old, she saw them drinking at the meadow creek. Excited because they rarely came that near, she ran after them, trailing a long scarf in her tiny fist. “Gonna catch me a white-face horsie,” she called to her mother. The horses galloped away, but she waited beside the creek all day hoping to capture a passing bronco if one came back that way. Her mother had remarked, “I never saw a kid so crazy about horses.”

That observation strengthened one evening a few months later. One of the Sperry mares had just foaled, and as the spring twilight followed her father into the log house, Fannie heard him say, “It’s a damn pinto. Might as well kill it.”

Her mother, placing the chimney on the lamp that would light supper chores, glanced up. “Oh, Datus, a pinto? What a shame.”

“No good Injun cayuses,” he muttered, tossing his hat onto a peg behind the door. “Can’t afford to have ‘em croppin’ the range.”

Little Fannie’s cheeks flushed. She jumped up from the floor where she sat playing with baby Walter. Grabbing his small quilt, she slipped past her father and ran out into the April dusk. A cold wind swept down from the Beartooth, stirring the pines huddled around the Sperry meadow. The little girl shivered in her rumpled serge dress as she crossed the corral to the barn and struggled with the door. Once inside, surrounded by the familiar animal smells, she heard the mare’s soft whuffle in the near stall. In the darkness, she could barely make out the spotted foal lying at its mother’s feet. Slipping in beside the mare, she knelt in the straw to place Walter’s quilt over the still-wet colt. Murmuring softly, she patted the spotted nose and stretched her short arms around the colt’s neck. “I won’t let Papa hurt you,” she promised.

Lantern light flickered across the stall as her parents followed her into the barn. The sorrel sidled to shield her foal and little Fannie crouched over the newborn. Her father smiled down at her as he eased around the mare’s rump.

“By golly, that is a mighty pretty little pony. Maybe I was too hasty.” He lifted Fannie into his arms while her mother shook the straw from Walter’s quilt. Fannie snuggled against her father. His arms, as much as his words, told her he was not going to hurt the pinto. They watched as the mare nuzzled her foal. At first, its spindly legs buckled when it struggled to get to its feet. Then, awkwardly, it stood and began to nurse.

“She looks plenty healthy,” her father said.

“But she’s a calico.” Her mother frowned at the irregular patches of brown, tan, and white that marked the foal. “She’s every color of the rainbow.” “That’s a good name for her,” her father said. “Rainbow. Do you like that, Fannie?” And Fannie gazed up at the smile beneath his mustache.

But her mother looked worried. “With a colt on that mare, we’ll have to buy more feed till the grass greens up.” She sighed as she picked the loose straw off Fannie’s dress. “Supper’s almost ready, Datus. You better go in and help Carrie. There’ll be folks by tomorrow wanting cream.”

Carrie, then age ten, had become her father’s top hand. Recently, while he was down with the flu, Carrie had milked all nine cows by herself. She stood cranking the cream separator as they came back into the kitchen. “Are we gonna keep the pinto, Pa?”

“It’ll be Fannie’s,” he said.

The oldest Sperry daughter smiled approval as she shifted the crock of fresh cream under the separator spout and raw skimmed milk fell from a second spout into a bucket on the floor. Carrie had had her own full-size horse since she was six. Bertha, too.

“I got a pinto horsie,” Fannie announced as she wiggled from her father’s arms and ran to five-year-old Arthur, who sat oiling an old bridle. Arthur, proud of his own Welsh pony, Blackie, had his own opinion about useless pintos.

“Aw, who wants a silly old pinto?”

Fannie’s lips pressed into a thin line. “I do.” She took a defensive position beside the baby playing on the floor. “Me and Walter do.”
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Now, with the wild stallion secure in the high corral, Fannie wished she and Walter could stay on the Beartooth the next day and begin to gentle him. But no. The Hilger boys were coming to take them to the Fourth of July celebration. Joe and his brother, N. D., sons of Judge Nicholas D. Hilger, had asked to take Carrie and Bertha. Carrie insisted that Fannie come with them.

Fannie wrinkled her nose at the thought of being such a tagalong. Seeing the bronc riding and the fireworks would be fun, but she would just as soon skip the dance. She couldn’t stand any of those gangly boys who couldn’t ride for sour apples, let alone dance. She didn’t much like dancing anyway—unless it was on Rainbow, the pinto she had taught to sidestep.

She could ride as well now as her mother, Rachel. And Rachel was the best horsewoman in the valley. The fact that her father’s hernia kept him from riding may have had something to do with her mother having become such a fine rider. But mostly, Fannie was certain, her mother’s skill came from a remarkable strength of will.

For as far back as Fannie could recall, her mother’s energy sparked the Sperry ranch, where work took first priority. In good years, haying on the two meadows produced a surplus that could be sold at the hay market in Helena. Milking the cows, a mix of dairy breeds, always provided salable quantities of milk products. Rachel and the girls spent hours at the big barrel churn, and the fresh butter and cream were kept cool in crocks immersed in the creek or, in winter, stored in the old-homestead dugout. Twice each week, Datus and Arthur hauled the dairy products to ranchers along Prickly Pear Valley from Wolf Creek to Unionville.

Customers often stopped by the ranch, too, to deal with Datus for draft horses or with Rachel for new-broke horses from the hills. The Sperry children would come running when they heard the hoofbeats of a visitor’s horse or the jingle of a team and wagon coming up the road. But usually they amused themselves. The valley rang with their shouts and laughter as they dashed across the meadow to check on Rainbow and Blackie, then to the corral to size up a new bronco.

On the evening air the children’s excited calls sounded in the gathering dark, a counterpoint to the quiet voices of the grown-ups inside the house. When lamplight beckoned, the youngsters drifted inside, boys bedding down in the front room, girls cuddling beneath summer quilts in their small bedroom, muffling giggles for a few minutes before falling silent. Fannie always listened for the drop of her father’s boots, which told her the grownups, too, were ready for sleep.

With the first light, they awoke to the sound of meadowlark song. After chores and a breakfast of hot biscuits with sidepork and gravy, they saddled Old Bob. “Let’s play Buffalo Bill,” Carrie said. The others shouted agreement.

“I’ll be Annie Oakley.” Bertha swung beneath the horse’s belly, hanging upside down, one shoe wedged into a stirrup, her fingers gripping the opposite stirrup.

“I’m Buffalo Bill,” Arthur announced, climbing into the saddle. His boot pinched Bertha’s fingers on the stirrup.

“Ouch! Can’t you see I’m doing a trick.”

“How can I be Buffalo Bill if you got your hand in the stirrup?” Arthur snapped back.

“Arthur, put your feet up on the withers.” Carrie sounded exasperated. She handed the reins to Arthur, who raised his knees high onto the horse’s neck and urged Old Bob into a trot, Bertha dangling beneath the belly for a few paces before dropping onto the dirt. Old Bob stepped carefully to avoid brushing her with his big hoofs.

Fannie and her little brother held up their arms to be boosted aboard.

“Here, you can be trick riders, too.” Carrie gave them a leg up behind Arthur, with Fannie barely clinging on above Old Bob’s tail, her bare legs tickled by the twitch of his hide. Carrie led them across the rocky creek before complaining, “I’m tired of these baby games. Let’s play stagecoach robbery.”

“Yeah.” Arthur leaped from Old Bob and ran to catch their saddle ponies, while Carrie harnessed a draft horse, Nell, to the two-wheeled cart their father had made to transport them to school. Then, with little Fannie and Walter riding shotgun in the cart to thwart pursuing bandits, and Bertha and Arthur bareback on their ponies, bandanas tied over their faces, Carrie cracked the lines and Nell stampeded down the dusty wagon-track road toward the flats. Before the make-believe outlaws overtook her, Carrie had raced halfway to the schoolhouse, nearly 6 miles away.

Classes at the two-room Mitchell school convened only from April through November. Subzero winters loomed unpredictably over the Montana rangelands December through March, and homesteads were too far spread apart to risk sending the children such a distance to school during those months. Since the Sperrys depended on the three older ones to help with the heavy workload in the more moderate weather, their school attendance, like that of the neighbors’ children, proved sporadic at best.

In April of 1895, just after Fannie’s eighth birthday and when Walter was five, their turn came to adjust to the classroom. Though Fannie learned quickly and liked the songs and poems, she could see little sense in wasting the warm months in the stuffy schoolroom when she could be working with her horses.

But one daily event kept her enthusiastic—racing to school on horseback with her classmate Christine Synness. Christine lived across the valley from the Sperry ranch. The only girl in a ranch family of boys, she knew her way around horses as well as Fannie did.

“Hey, Chris, I’ll race you,” Fannie called each day as she caught sight of her friend’s blond curls bobbing in the wind.

“Bet you can’t beat me” was the invariable reply. Rainbow and Sandy, Christine’s bay, knew the routine. As soon as the girls came abreast, the horses took off at top speed, enjoying the run as much as their plucky riders. Before long the whole valley knew about the two pretty young girls who met each day on the flats to race their ponies to school The cloud of dust they raised could be seen from Mitchell to Clark Creek.
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One day as Fannie galloped home from school still tingling from a fast race with Christine, she saw her mother coming across the meadow. She was leading two green broncs down from the high corral when, suddenly, the animals balked. Her mother gave a startled cry and dropped to the ground grasping her ankle. Her face contorted and her lips formed a word that caused Fannie’s heart to leap into her throat. “Rattlesnake!” The stricken woman struggled to loop the ropes holding the wild horses over a scrub pine.

“Pa, come quick! Ma’s been snakebit!”

Datus appeared at the barn door. He saw his wife stumbling toward them and ran to her. “Fannie, get Doc Hansen! Hurry!”

Fannie had never heard fear in her father’s voice before. She turned Rainbow and galloped down the road, looking back only once and seeing her father carrying her mother into the house.

The distance to the doctor’s home near Mitchell seemed far greater than ever before, but at Fannie’s frantic urging Rainbow never slackened. When she reached the doctor’s house, she jumped from the lathered horse, ran through the picket gate onto the porch, and pounded on the screen door, calling “Doc Hansen!”

The doctor hurried to the door, his shirtsleeves rolled up in the afternoon heat. “What’s the matter, Fannie?”

“A rattlesnake bit Mama. Pa says come quick.”

“Tend your horse,” he said, “while I get the buggy.” After an agony of time, she was seated in the doctor’s carriage behind his Morgan pacer retracing her route. Her father ran from the house when he heard them approaching.

“Doc, Rachel’s swallowed some rubbing alcohol. She was out of her head with pain, and when I tried to disinfect the bite, she grabbed the bottle and gulped some down before I could stop her.” He pulled the doctor toward the house as his words poured out. “I cut the wound and sucked out some of the poison, but I couldn’t get her to throw up the alcohol.”

Rachel, pale and breathing with difficulty, was lying on the sofa. The doctor examined the two purple puncture marks on her puffed ankle, checked her pulse, and looked under her eyelids.

“About all we can do, Datus,” he said finally, “is to try to keep the fever down. She could die from the snakebite or go blind from the alcohol. Depends on how much she took. All we can do is make her comfortable as possible. I’m sorry, Datus.”

While her mother lay delirious, Fannie sat by her bedside and pressed cold cloths to Rachel’s fevered forehead, whispering, “Please don’t die, Mama.”

On the third day, the sick woman opened her eyes. Squinting against the light, she tried to raise her head. “What’s happened?”

“You’ve been sick, Mama. A rattler bit you.” Fannie spooned cool water between the parched lips.

“Are the broncs all right?”

“Yes, Mama. Carrie put them in the corral.”

“Take care of the horses, Fannie.” She lapsed into another deep sleep that would shield her from some of the pain of her slow recovery.

“I will, Mama.”

During the days that passed before Rachel was up and around, the family gathered around her bed after supper, and Arthur read aloud to them. One evening she placed her hand on his book to delay the start of the story.

“I always thought these mountain rattlesnakes too timid to do much harm,” she said. “They always got out of my way when they could. But from now on, I want all of you to be careful.” She sat up, her square chin thrust forward. “And I want every last rattler out of this valley.”

After Rachel’s recovery, when the family gathered in the evening after their supper chores, they took up a new pastime—making hat bands and belts from rattlesnake skins.

One evening Arthur began to read The Son of the Wolf, by a new author he’d discovered named Jack London. Rachel thought it the finest story she’d ever heard, but Fannie and Walter paid little attention. They were mulling over a worn newspaper clipping they’d discovered in Rachel’s scrapbook.

A Helena lawyer, S. A. Balliet, stopping by the Sperry ranch to outfit a party of hunters with Datus’s packhorses, saw twenty-year-old Carrie rounding up cattle. A few days later, he wrote the short article for the Helena Herald praising the horsemanship of the young Miss Sperry. The piece described her rounding up stock on a fat, sleek, wiry, half-trained horse, which was bounding and dancing in a manner that would interest the full-fledged cowboy. The article concluded, Miss Sperry sat his back, swaying to the motion of his body as gracefully as a rose nodding in the morning breeze.

“She was only rounding up the cows same as usual,” Walter said, “but this fella says her riding would interest a full-fledged cowboy.”

“Those cowpokes don’t do anything we can’t.” Fannie’s lips pressed into a thoughtful line. “Walter, I can ride better’n most of them now. But I intend to be the best. Be wrote up in the paper, too, like Carrie.”

That was before she had Chinook. Now she knew nothing could stop her.
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2

Riding with the Cowboys

Early next morning, dressed for the Fourth of July picnic in her new riding skirt, Fannie swung to the top rail of the blind corral to size up the gray stallion. He was spirited all right. But was he a bucker? And if she rode him as a bucking horse, would he be any good for the saddle later on? He watched the girl approach, his ears laid back above the silvery mane.

“Easy, boy.” At the sound of her voice, he whirled and galloped to the far end of the enclosure. Fannie squinted against the sun filtering through the pines and pulled down her hat to shield her eyes. Keeping close to the safety of the fence, she edged slowly toward the big horse. “Easy, Chinook. I won’t hurt you.” The young stallion stood, nostrils flared, as she crept closer, her hand outstretched. Chinook reared, towering above her, his front legs thrashing the air. Fannie stood, momentarily transfixed. He seemed the most beautiful horseflesh she’d ever laid eyes on. Then, in one agile movement, she rolled under the lower rail just as the powerful hoofs slammed into the ground.

Safely outside the fence, she got to her feet and, brushing the dust from her skirt, she slipped Brownie’s reins from the rail and swung into the saddle, calling back over her shoulder, “See you tomorrow, you pretty thing.”

As she came along the creek toward the barn, she heard her sister Carrie calling from the kitchen door. “Fannie, where are you? It’s time to go.”

Fannie unsaddled Brownie in the corral and brushed his back and legs.

“Hurry up, Fannie,” Carrie called again. “The folks already left, and Joe will be here any minute.” She frowned as Fannie came into the kitchen. “You’re not going in that, are you?” Petite Carrie wore a pretty blue-and-white-checked gingham, her puffed hair topped with a perky straw hat.

“What’s the matter with my new riding skirt?”

“It’s …” Carrie hesitated. “It’s so heavy looking. Aren’t you going to dance tonight? Don’t you want to look pretty?” Fannie hadn’t given it much thought. Carrie was always trying to get her to “enhance her natural beauty.”

Fannie scuffed into the bedroom, where Bertha, tall and attractive in a pale-green dress that showed off her figure, stood before the bureau mirror arranging her hair beneath a tiny yellow bonnet. Fannie felt awkward. She was as tall as Bertha, and whenever she put on a dress, her wrist bones seemed to hang out of the sleeves. Dresses looked silly with her heavy boots, and she didn’t feel right in high-button shoes.

“Maybe I could wear your shirtwaist again, Bertha.” The white dimity she’d borrowed on at least two other occasions would pretty up her outfit just enough.

Bertha brightened at the idea and took the freshly done-up garment from her drawer. “You’ll look nice in this,” she said, smiling at her sister. Taking off the faded calico, Fannie slipped into the cool shirtwaist and buttoned the small buttons at the neck. “Here, let’s look at you.” Bertha held Fannie at arm’s length and brushed back a wisp of hair that strayed from one of the dark braids. Fannie reached for her scruffy hat.

“No, wait.” Bertha took the hat and tossed it into the corner. Rummaging in the highboy, she found her own straw bowler, the one with the artificial cherries pinned to the brim, and placed it on Fannie’s head. “Wear this.’ She adjusted it to a becoming angle. “All the girls will be wearing pretty hats.”

Fannie gazed blankly at her reflection in the mirror.

“Now, let’s get a little color into your face.” Bertha lightly pinched Fannie’s cheeks until a warm glow spread across the fresh-scrubbed skin. At that moment they heard the Hilger’s team coming up the road, and Fannie ducked away from her sisters’ scrutiny.

Outside the house the two Hilger boys sprang from the wagon to help the girls with the lunch basket. “Say, don’t you look nice,” Joe said, squeezing Carrie’s hand. N. D. stowed the basket on the loose hay in the back of the two-seated spring wagon. “Fannie looks almost ready for Sunday,” he teased, noticing the cherry-trimmed hat. “I hear Albert Synness is aimin’ to dance with you tonight, Fannie.”

Fannie grinned. “Well, then, he better dance better’n he rides.” They all laughed, and Joe helped Carrie onto the front seat while N. D. and Bertha seated themselves behind them. Fannie climbed up onto the front seat next to Carrie. She figured since Carrie and Joe were courting, they wouldn’t mind a little crowding. Joe picked up the lines and they were on their way, all talking at once as they bumped down the road and out onto the flats toward Mitchell.

Nearing the village, sounds of bellowing livestock mingled with the pleasant clinking of bridles and harnesses, and the friendly shouts of neighbor greeting neighbor rose from the open field in front of the Northern Pacific depot, where the festivities would take place. A row of wagons at one side formed a spectator area, and a rope corral for the bucking horses had been strung in the aspen grove next to the schoolhouse.

Small groups of ranchers and cowboys clustered here and there exchanging news. Women setting up picnic lunches under the trees by the creek chatted happily, keeping an eye on children who darted about among the parked wagons and buggies. Fannie wanted to run down to the grove to look over the bucking horses, but the dimity shirtwaist and cherry-festooned hat reminded her she should stay with the other ladies.

Fannie and the others found a spot to spread the picnic and then trouped into the schoolhouse, where the needlework exhibition and bake sale had been set up. Noon signaled the picnicking and, after what seemed an eternity to Fannie, folks finished eating and began drifting toward the field where two men were hazing a bucking horse. A muffled, megaphoned voice announced the first event.

“Hurry! The bronc riding’s startin’.” With Fannie leading the way, they scrambled up onto an empty wagon just as the first horse let go. “Look at that dish-face!” she shouted. The horse bolted across the field, bucking straightaway, a lanky cowhand rigid in the saddle. Bowing up, the bronc came down stiff-legged, then bucked again, head low, nostrils blowing dust. A quick half-twist by the dish-faced bronc and the cowboy went off over the left flank. The horse bucked on, scattering a row of ranchers standing nearby before he could be hazed off toward the rope corral. Applause and shouts rose from the onlookers.

Fannie whispered to Carrie, “Did you see that? He grabbed the saddle horn.”

The starter raised his megaphone and called the next rider. “Number two will be Tom Cooper of Wolf Creek, riding Pigeon.” A black bronc, eared down by a wrangler, snorted in protest as Cooper eased himself onto the saddle and tightened his grip on the lead rope. “Ready!” The wrangler released his hold on the ears, and Cooper dug his spurs into the bronc’s flanks. The black sunfished, dipping the right stirrup to the ground. For a moment Fannie thought the cowboy’s boot was hung up, but it broke loose, and Cooper hit the ground rolling. The crowd groaned.

Fannie applauded politely. Heck, I can ride better’n that, she told herself.

“Folks, may I have your attention?” The starter walked onto the field. “We’re short a few riders here this afternoon. Any of you cowboys interested in riding a bucking horse should talk to Karl Hager. There’s five dollars in prize money.”

Fannie glanced at Carrie, who was perched on the wagon tongue talking to Joe, and at Bertha and N. D., who had strolled past the line of buggies. Seeing that they were absorbed in their own activities, Fannie scooted off the tailgate and made her way among the spectators. She found Hager making notes on a tablet.

“Mr. Hager.” Hager paid no attention, so Fannie tugged his sleeve. “I’d like to sign up for the contest.”

Hager turned his ruddy face toward her. “The women’s exhibit is over there.” He extended his arm in the direction of the schoolhouse.

“No, I mean the bucking contest.”

“Cowboys have to sign up in person,” Hager barked.

“It’s me,” Fannie said. “I want to ride.”

Turning slowly, Hager looked at her for the first time and broke into a broad grin as his gaze reached the cherries on her hat. She sheepishly snatched the bowler from her head and held it behind her back.

“Now, what makes you think you can ride a bucking horse, little lady?”

“I can ride.”

Hager chuckled and shook his head. “Well, now, I couldn’t take a chance on your gettin’ hurt, could I? Who’s your pa?”

“Datus Sperry. I’m Fannie.”

“So you’re Sperry’s girl. Bought a team of Percheron from your pa once. Still got ’em. Good horses. As I recall, all you Sperrys are pretty fair riders.”

Fannie nodded, rocking on the heels of her boots.

“Just the same,” Hager continued, “we don’t have no women riding. And you’re not even a woman yet. Why, you’re not hardly dry behind the ears.

“Please give me a chance,” Fannie persisted.

“Not this time, I’m afraid.” Hager moistened a blunt pencil with his tongue and began checking the names on the tablet.

Fannie saw Andreas Synness walking toward them. “Mr. Synness,” she called, wondering why he wasn’t home haying with Christine and the boys.

“Well, hello, Fannie.” Synness seemed surprised to see his daughter’s pal among the cowhands.

Hager jerked his thumb toward Fannie. “Hey, Andreas, whatdaya think of this? This little lady wants to ride the bucking horses.”

“Tell him it’s all right,” Fannie begged.

Synness shrugged. “She’s a heck of a rider, Karl. I don’t see no harm in lettin’ her ride.”

“Don’t think I should.” Hager looked sternly at Fannie. “You know, little lady, this is different than riding around the ranch. These ornery broncs go plumb wild.”

“I can vouch for her, Karl,” Synness said. “I’ve seen her ride some pretty tough broncs up at my place.”

Hager still wasn’t sure.

Synness went on. “She breaks wild horses for her pa. Neighbors, too. I’d say she can handle herself on ’bout any horse.”

“Well …” Hager seemed to be coming around. “If you say so. I guess we can pick an easy one for her.”

“No!” Fanme s voice was firm. “I’ll draw lor my bronc same as the rest.”

“Jehosephat!” Hager shook his head. “I’ll put your name on the list, but you better know what you’re doin’.” He handed her a square of oilcloth, painted with the number five. “Here’s a number. Be ready when you’re called.”

Fannie, plopping the cherry hat back on her head, grabbed Hager’s hand in both of hers and shook it vigorously. “Thanks. I can ride all right. You’ll see.”

She drew a bay named Spitfire. Hager, still skeptical, warned it was a green horse, fresh from the mountains, and as the riding continued Fannie hurried down to the grove to get a look at him.

“Careful. Don’t spook them broncs.” Two young wranglers sprawled nearby. One picked at his teeth with a piece of hay.

“I’m riding Spitfire in the contest,” she told them. Then, seeing the smirks on their faces, she added, “I’m Fannie Sperry.’ She could see they hadn’t heard of her.

“Well, now, Fannie. Ain’t you scared of them ornery cayuses? A pretty little girl like you.”

“I’ve rode a few before,” she snapped. “Never seen a horse yet that scared me.”

“You intendin’ to ride in that hat?” The hay chewer doubled over, holding his sides and pretending to snicker.

“Holy Moses!” Fannie muttered under her breath. Again she grabbed Bertha’s bowler from her head. Only this time she slung it in a wide arc onto a pile of hay. In the same sweeping movement, she scooped up the startled hay chewer’s battered sombrero. “How about loaning me this,” she said, pulling the hat tight over her brow. The wrangler, hands atop his newly bared head, laughed good-naturedly.

“Id be much obliged if you’d pin on my number, too,” she said, handing the oilcloth square and its attached safety pin to the wrangler and turning her back to receive it. He rubbed his thumb and forefinger together, mimicking a delicate touch. “Be glad to.” He winked at his pal. “We can’t have you womenfolk ridin’ the bucking horses without a number.”

A megaphoned voice announced, “Folks, we got a surprise for you this afternoon.” The starter again stood front and center. “We got a young lady ridin’ today. First up will be number five. Miss Fannie Sperry. A hometown girl, ridin’ Spitfire.” Fannie ran out onto the field to where her bronc stood spraddle-legged, straining against the wrangler’s grip on his ears. She heard a hushed murmur, then scattered applause as the crowd caught sight of her.

Someone said, “Who’s that?” Another answered, “It’s that Sperry kid.”

Datus and Rachel saw their youngest daughter bounding toward the big bay horse and looked at each other with surprise. Fannie, feeling a rising tension in the pit of her stomach, heard only the words of encouragement.

“I’ve seen this girl ride. She’s good.”

“Let ’er buck, Fannie!”

She nodded to the cowhand holding the bay horse. “Easy, boy,” she murmured. Another wrangler boosted her into the saddle and she settled the toes of her boots into the stirrups. Spitfire struggled to free his head from the handler’s grip. Doubling the lead rope around her hand, Fannie adjusted the pull to just the right distance above the horse’s neck, neither too long nor too short. She could feel sweat collecting beneath the oilcloth square that hung heavy on the back of her thin blouse. She tugged the borrowed sombrero tighter over her brow, took a deep breath, and glanced at the cowhand holding the bay’s ears.

“Ready?” he asked.

Fannie swallowed. Her mouth felt dry as dust. “Ready.” The wrangler released the horse and jumped back.

Spitfire left the ground in a hurry. His head went down, jerking Fannie forward. She tugged the lead with her back arched, her braids flapping. Again the horse bucked high, twisting as his feet slammed into the ground. Fannie waved her free arm.

“Ride ’em, girl.”

Spitfire’s head plunged between his legs. He whirled a quarter turn and dug in to a sudden stop. Fannie stayed with him. Then the bay heaved skyward in a frantic effort to unseat his rider, his neck stretching higher with each leap.

“That bronc’s tryin’ to chin the moon.”

“Stick with ’em, Fannie.”

She grasped the borrowed hat and waved it above her head as Spitfire tired, crowhopping toward the row of wagons. She knew she had him. As she jumped to the ground, the hazer grabbed the lead rope.

“You rode like you was part of that horse,” he said. Fannie smiled and waved to the onlookers as, head up, her braids bobbing above the number five on her back, she strode from the field.

“Where’d you learn to ride like that?” one of the cowboys asked.

“Good goin’, Fannie.” Karl Hager was there, too. And Andreas Synness raised his hand in a knowing salute. Fannie waved back.

“Hey, can I have my hat back now?” the hay chewer called to her. “There’s gotta be some magic in that dog-eared son-of-a-gun.” She had almost forgotten the hat. She tossed it to the wrangler. “Nice ride,” he said.

Fannie grinned as she saw Carrie, Bertha, and the Hilger boys making their way through the crowd. “You were great, Fannie,” Carrie said, hugging her. Joe clapped her on the back. “Rode like a champion.”

“Ladies and gentlemen,” the starter shouted. “Our prize money today goes to Number Three. Jim Dawkins of Ovando. I think that guy must have glue on the seat of his pants. He sure did show us a ride today” A shout went up from the crowd. Whistles and applause. The starter continued, “And let’s give a hand to Number Five. Fannie Sperry of Mitchell. A young lady who knows how to ride a bucking horse.”

“Wave, they’re clapping for you,” Bertha said. Fannie grinned. It was a good ride but not that special. Still, she raised both arms above her head to acknowledge the applause around her.

“Fannie, you got rope burns.” Bertha took her hand and turned the palm up. Fannie hadn’t noticed, but now the raw flesh began to smart. Carrie offered her handkerchief “Let me tie this around it.”

“It’s nothing,” Fannie said. As they left the field, she retrieved Bertha’s cherry bowler from its nest in the hay.
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The fireworks that evening reflected Fannie’s mood. She fairly sparkled as she and the others entered the schoolhouse for the dance. The young cowboys, eager to talk about her ride, kept her surrounded. She danced every dance, Carrie’s hankie tied around the abrasion on her hand. Finally, she had to say her feet hurt, and she went to talking horses with the young cowboys. Before she realized how late it was, Carrie came to fetch her, saying Joe had brought the team around.

Heading back to the ranch through the warm July darkness, Fannie stretched out on the straw in the back of the wagon and gazed at the stars. In the moonlight she saw Carrie resting her head on Joe’s shoulder. N. D. had his arm around Bertha.

“Fannie,” Joe called back to her in a teasing voice. “I hear a couple of the boys asked you to the house dance at Wolf Creek next Saturday. You gonna go?”

“Nope,” Fannie answered. “I’m taking Chinook over there for the bucking exhibition.”
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3

Wild Horse to Bucking Bronco

Sunrise over the Beartooth chased wisps of fog into the pines and cast a golden light on the silver-gray stallion and the young girl perched on the gate of the blind corral. Fannie still felt a glow of pride from her bucking-horse ride the day before.

“Come on, Chris, hurry,” she called when she saw her friend coming up the trail on the big bay, Sandy. Chinook raised his head and whinnied at the approaching gelding.

“Say, that’s some horse.” Christine swung down and looped Sandy’s reins over the rail. Chinook stretched his neck over the gate to nuzzle the bay, just as he had done with Brownie when Fannie arrived at the corral. Then with a snort he whirled and galloped back toward the spring.

“Are you going to ride him over at Wolf Creek Saturday?”

“Yup. And you can bring your black horse. He’s a dandy bucker.”

“Weasel bucked John off yesterday. Pa says he’ll never be broke.”

“Then you’ve got the perfect bronc.” Fannie felt a growing excitement. “I told Mr. Anson—he’s organizing the exhibition—we’d both ride. Please, Chris. Bring Weasel and ride, too.”

Christine smiled slyly. “I’ll ride if you’ll go to the dance afterwards.”

“It’s a deal.” Fannie grinned, shaking Christine’s hand to seal the bargain. “Now, I got to get back and help Ma churn.” As she stepped up onto Brownie, the hem of her divided riding skirt, soaked with dew from the grass, clung to her boot tops. “These blasted long skirts.” She swatted the ample material with her reins. “Sometimes I think I’d like to swipe some of Walter’s pants.”

Christine giggled and patted her own tousled hair in mock conceit. “Pants? Why, Fannie Sperry, how you do carry on.”

“See you in Wolf Creek,” Fannie called as they reined their mounts in opposite directions. “Better watch out, ’cause I’m going to beat the pants off you—I mean, the skirt.”

Christine waved her hat. “Don’t be too sure about that.” The girls’ laughter floated back over the high corral.

When Fannie got back to the ranch she found that two horse buyers, who had ridden over from Craig to do business with her father, had accepted her mother’s invitation to share their noon meal. “You all coming over to Wolf Creek and watch me ride next Saturday?” Conversation stopped at Fannie’s unexpected brashness. “Chris and me are going to ride bucking horses at the exhibition Mr. Anson is getting up.”

Rachel, passing a bowl of gravy, held it suspended in midair. “What bucking horses?”

“Chris will ride her black bronc, Weasel. He’s a real ornery cuss, and I’ll ride Chinook, my new wild stallion. Walter can help ear him down. Arthur, too, if he’s back from his shoeing job by then.” Fannie speared a bite of potato onto her fork. “Well, don’t any of you want to come?”

“No, Fannie.” Her mother wore the frown that always meant business. “You girls can’t go over there and ride with the men.”

“Why not? We ride as good as any of those cowpokes.”

“Fannie!” Bertha chastised as she carried the coffeepot around the table, filling empty cups. “What will people think?”

“They’d think we knew a thing or two about horses.”

“Now, don’t get snippy,” her father cautioned. “We know you can ride. It’s just that it doesn’t look right for a girl to be exhibiting herself like that.”

“But I promised Mr. Anson …” Fannie pleaded. She turned to her mother. “Please, Ma. Just this one time.”

Rachel looked at Datus. Datus shrugged. Rachel shook her head. “Fannie, what are we going to do with you?”

“Let her ride, Ma,” Walter piped up, excited at the prospect of seeing Fannie ride the young stallion.

“I’d sure like to see it,” one of the horse buyers said, helping himself to a slab of Bertha’s lemon pie. He winked at Datus. “Maybe we can scare up” a wager or two.

“It’s easy money if you bet on Fannie,” Walter offered. “Never seen her throwed yet.”

“Don’t be too sure,” Datus said. “Christine can sit a bronc as well as anyone I know.”

Fannie could see her parents were getting used to the idea. “Chris’s pa won’t let her ride unless I do.”

Rachel sighed. “Well, just this once. But you’ll have to halterbreak that stallion first to get him over there.”

Fannie beamed. “Sure, Ma.”

After chores that evening, Fannie and Walter rode up to the blind corral. They found Chinook sleek and testy, his coat luminous in the twilight. Fannie rode into the corral, tossed a lasso over his neck, and dallied the rope to Brownie’s saddle horn. The wild horse pulled back, digging his feet into the rocky soil. Walter, on Elsie, approached with a hackamore, but each time he tried to get it over the nose, Chinook reared, shaking his head and squealing in defiance.

“Don’t be that way, Chinook,” Fannie coaxed. “We don’t want to have to choke you down.” But before long she could see that was the only way they would ever get a hackamore on him, and she nudged Brownie back to tighten the lasso around the stallion’s neck. Chinook struggled, straining against the rope, but Brownie stood rigid, keeping it taut, slowly edging backward. The wild horse bellowed, his nostrils flared. Then, deep guttural noises came from his throat. The lasso was cutting off his air. Fannie glanced at Walter. “Get ready with that hackamore.”

Eyes wild and nostrils flared, Chinook reared in panic, thrashing his head from side to side, wheezing as the rope constricted his windpipe. Suddenly, he went down, out cold. Fannie slackened the rope, while Walter sprang from Elsie to slip the hackamore over the prostrate horse’s head and buckle it.

“Stand back,” Fannie said. “He’ll be madder’n ever when he comes to.” She swung onto Brownie once again, dallying the hackamore’s 12-foot lead rope around the saddle horn as Chinook regained his senses and clamored to his feet.

He reared, hoofs thrashing the air, then planted his feet firmly, irritated by the strange straps around his nose and ears. But Fannie kept moving, first to one side, then the other, gently playing Brownie’s weight against the rope. The horse soon discovered that the pressure on his head lessened when he moved forward. And each time he eased his feet toward her, Fannie rewarded him with slack. Before darkness crept up the mountain from the valley below, Chinook warily began to follow the slackened rope around the corral.

“He’s smart, all right,” Fannie said, riding in close to flip the buckle and pull the hackamore away. The wild horse snorted, then raced to the far end of the corral. “We’ll get him over to Wolf Creek just as easy as pie.”
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The day before the exhibition, Fannie led Chinook down to the ranch and into the home corral. “I’m putting a saddle on him right now,” she announced as she snubbed him to the center post and went to the barn to fetch her saddle. “You better saddle up Elsie in case I need some help.”

Walter looked surprised. “Don’t you want to save him for tomorrow? He’ll do his best bucking when he first feels the saddle.”

“Maybe, but what if he’s a weak bucker? You know how easy he took to the lead.”

“Ma, you better get out here,” Walter shouted toward the house. “Fannie’s fixin’ to ride the gray stallion.” Rachel hurried from the kitchen, drying her hands on her apron.

The wary animal stood motionless, ears laid back, as Fannie cautiously approached and hoisted the saddle into place. A shiver twitched his hide when she caught the cinch beneath his belly and half-hitched the latigo. After a quick tug on the cinch, she stepped up into the saddle. The wild horse’s eyes rolled back, his legs stiffened.

“Let him go!” Fannie cried. Walter released the lead rope from the snubbing post and thrust it into Fannie’s hand. Chinook’s head dropped. He bucked into a quick and powerful high roll that nearly toppled his rider. Fannie leaned into the move, tugging the lead to raise his head. Up it came. He reared, twisting, churning the dust, then bucked again, higher than the fence, arching to the left.

Fannie’s body whipped. The tug on her shoulder and arm jerked her off balance, but she continued to grip the lead as the horse managed another frenzied lunge to the left. Fannie’s head bobbed. She couldn’t see. She felt her equilibrium going. She grabbed for the saddle horn.

“Get me off,” she yelled.

Walter spurred Elsie in close. Before Chinook could begin another fierce effort, Fannie grabbed Walter’s saddle horn and pulled herself from the wild horse onto Elsie’s dependable withers. She clung there while Walter reined the mare to the opposite side of the corral.

Chinook bucked toward them, bellowing and kicking, empty stirrups flapping. Rachel, waiting with the lariat, threw a loop over his neck, and Walter soon had him snubbed to the post once again. While Fannie slipped off the hackamore and lasso, Walter released the cinch and pulled the saddle away. Chinook snorted, shook his mane, and trotted along the fence, kicking both hind legs defiantly one last time.

“Well, what do you think?” Fannie grinned.

“He’ll do,” Rachel said, “ … if you’re set on making a spectacle of yourself.”

Walter grinned. “Only tomorrow, Fannie, don’t grab the saddle horn.”
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That night, as a bright slice of moon cast its light across the floor of the back bedroom, Fannie lay awake listening to her sisters’ quiet breathing in the double bed next to her cot. What great luck, she thought, to have a bronc like Chinook to ride in the exhibition. What a bucker. When Fannie finally slept, she dreamed of bucking horses.

“Fannie, time to get a move on.” The sun was well up when she heard her mother’s call. The aroma of frying bacon wafting from the kitchen told her Rachel was fixing breakfast for her, long after the others had eaten. She jumped up and hurried into the kitchen.

“Why did you let me











































































Epilogue

Fannie Sperry Steele lived on the homestead beneath the Beartooth until age eighty-seven, when, in 1974, needing care, she entered a nursing home. Though afflicted with arthritis in her hands and knees, she remained lively in mind and spirit, surrounded by her extended family, receiving old friends who remembered her heyday, and reliving the life she believed to be the finest she could have had. Fannie died on February 11, 1983, six weeks before her ninety-sixth birthday.


[image: Fannie Sperry Steele, age 95, sits for a portrait shortly before her death in 1983.]



To the yesterdays that are gone, to the waddies I used to know, to the bronc busters that rode beside me, to the horses beneath me—I take off my hat. I wouldnt have missed one minute of it. I lived when I wanted to, the way I wanted to, and that is saying a lot for one mortal.

Fannie Sperry Steele
(Helen Clark interview,
True West magazine, 1976)
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