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  CHAPTER ONE

  Rodeo Is No Place for Women


  

  



  
    “Ruins the events for us men”

  


  Dust filled the air, giving the clear blue sky a brownish haze. Steers bawled in their pens, broncs kicked their stalls, and the rodeo announcer bellowed out the name of the next rider.


  A baby let out a lusty yell. Margie Greenough Henson turned to the wooden apple box, where her son lay on a pillow, and picked him up, clucking and shushing.


  Her sister, Alice, called from the chutes, “You’re up next, and I’m after you.”


  The slender red-haired Margie waved her acknowledgment and turned to a lanky cowboy standing nearby. “Here, would you hold Chuck for me while I ride? It’s only for eight seconds.”


  The Greenough sisters, who are listed in both the National Cowgirl Hall of Fame and the National Cowboy Hall of Fame, epitomized the Montana cowgirls of the early 1900s and bridged the final transition between the Old West and the modern era.


  A woman bronc rider earned her living by beating competitors (often men), wearing men’s clothing, and living around cowboys. She had to be tough; otherwise she’d have been squeezed out. Home was on the plains and on the road, with little room for fluff. But this life didn’t necessarily make her “hard-boiled.”


  [image: Marie Gibson on bronc, Ski-Hi Stampede COURTESY OF ANN MARIE STAMEY]


  Montana’s Greenough sisters, Fannie Sperry Steele, Marie Gibson, Bobby Brooks Kramer, Jane Burnett Smith, the Brander sisters, trick riders Birdie Askin and Trixi McCormick, and pickup rider Ann Secrest Hanson proved that athleticism and femininity are not mutually exclusive.


  The London Evening News validated these accomplishments in its report of the cowgirls in the Tex Austin Wild West Troupe in 1924: “It is amazing to see these slips of girls take fearful tosses while fighting outlaw horses, and then half an hour later it is still more amazing to see these same girls strolling out to tea in their Parisian frocks.”


  The following quote about Lucille Mulhall of Oklahoma in a 1900 New York World article could also have described most of these Montana women: “. . . only ninety pounds, can break a bronc, lasso and brand a steer, and shoot a coyote at 500 yards. She can also play Chopin, quote Browning, and make mayonnaise.”


  In the late 1800s and early 1900s the public image of rodeo cow-girls was as “loose women” because they participated in a tough, dangerous men’s occupation; traveled around the country with men; and often wore men’s clothing. They were generally not thought of as wives and mothers, and rodeo riding was considered detrimental to women’s reproductive organs, but most of them did have children, like Margie Greenough Henson. In fact she told the Arizona Daily Star in a 1994 interview, “In the fall of 1930, I was riding bucking broncs and he [her son, Chuck] was born in February of ’31.”


  Margie’s sister, Alice, was quoted in Physical Culture magazine in 1937:


  
    A cow-woman takes no coddling, gets no martyr complex just because she is going to have a baby. She rides in the show up until two months before she expects the child—and she is back in the saddle, bronc-riding in contest not later than six weeks afterward. This is the reward of developing strong backs, erect posture, educated muscles.


    Women with curved spines and swayed abdomens, with half the muscles in their bodies wasted from lack of exercise and use, who fear childbirth because they have not kept their bodies natural, wonder why their lives are not rich, full, vital—yet they never dream that the violation of natural health law is the cause of everything.

  


  Even Annie Oakley said, “I think sport and healthful exercise makes women better, healthier and happier.”


  Marie Gibson of Havre, mother of three children and a world champion bronc rider, also helped disprove the widespread belief that athletic women were incapable of childbearing and unsuitable for marriage.


  This idea of the danger of riding to femininity had its roots in feudal times when royal families, in an effort to offset the accidental loss of virginity, prohibited aristocratic girls from riding astride.


  The nineteenth-century medical profession also warned that if women “unduly exerted themselves,” they would be more likely than men to suffer nervous exhaustion, known as “neurasthenic disease.” They held the belief that too much exercise could harm female participants, physically and psychologically, and detract from or even diminish their femininity. Physicians counseled young women to curtail their physical and even intellectual activity during their menstrual periods, and gave medical advice such as, “Long walks are to be avoided . . . all severe physical exertion . . . intense mental excitement, such as a fit of anger or grief or even intense joy may be injurious.”


  And still in 1912 Harper’s Bazaar, a popular American magazine for women, posed an ominous question about exercise and fertility with its article titled “Are Athletics a Menace to Motherhood?” Nearly seventy-five years later, an article in the same women’s magazine continued to wonder, “Can Sports Make You Sterile?”


  Even physical education instructors in the late 1890s strongly opposed competition among women, fearing it would make them less feminine. And women rodeo riders faced the same social stigma well into the 1900s.


  Montana women knew innately that if they were strong enough and good enough to do men’s work, they could certainly compete with them. Ben Greenough of Red Lodge (who earned the first recorded Montana bronc riding title in 1898) gathered wild horses, broke them, and sold them. He would point out several unbroken mounts, saying, “Well, Frank, take this. Alice, you take that. And Marge, take that one.” His mantra to his eight children (including his daughters) was, “If you can’t ride ’em, walk.” And they did. “We didn’t walk very often,” Alice quipped. It was said Ben knew that by the time those wild horses got tired of trying to dislodge his tenacious daughters, they would be tame enough for the average person to ride.


  Alice and Margie began riding in rodeos in 1929 with their brothers Bill and Turk as the “Riding Greenoughs.”


  [image: image]


  Fannie Sperry (Steele) was practically born on the back of a horse. Her mother rode with her babies perched in front of her on the saddle. Fannie helped her mother and brother take care of their ranch in the Beartooth Mountains when her father became disabled. A consummate horse lover, she began her career at a neighborhood rodeo in 1901 at age fourteen, when she rode a wild bronc she had captured herself.


  Fannie went on to become a record holder in the relay race, Montana Lady Bucking Horse Champion in 1907, and Lady Bucking Horse Champion of the World at the first Calgary Stampede in 1912. But she and the other Montana cowgirls heard remarks such as, “Most ladies I know wear dresses.” “If you ask me, they oughtta keep those fool women out of exhibition. A female ain’t got no business on a bucking horse.” “Ruins the event for us men.” “Women are built for havin’ babies, not riding broncs.”


  Just after hearing the thrilling words, “Ladies and gentlemen, the Lady Bucking Horse Champion of Montana—Fannieeee . . . Sperry!” and the roar of the crowd, spectators surged onto the field to congratulate her. But Fannie was also painfully aware of a group of women passing by with disdainful looks and she overheard, “What kind of a lady would make such a spectacle of herself?”


  One newspaper article reiterated the Victorian belief that “Horseback riding is physically unhygienic for women, except when the sidesaddle is employed.” Fannie and her friends just laughed.


  Even Fannie’s own mother worried about her daughter’s reputation, telling her after her debut bronc ride, “I heard some rude remarks when you climbed onto that bronco. Riding and breaking horses for the ranch is one thing. A public display is another. Besides, it’s too risky.”


  Later, after Fannie had convinced her mother to allow her to participate in relay races, Mrs. Sperry still had reservations: “I know horses ain’t the only fast things at them races.” And when Fannie wanted to attend the Calgary Stampede, her dad was reluctant to let her go, saying, “It isn’t proper for a twenty-five-year-old woman to be parading herself like that. You should be thinking about settling down.”


  Cowgirls were also criticized for the clothing they wore. Practical Etiquette, published in 1899, stated “It is very bad taste, even for a frolic, for a young woman to assume boys’ clothes, or get herself up in any way that will tend to make herself look masculine.”


  A study published by The Female Offender in 1895 posited that “women who looked and acted like males were probably congenital criminals.”


  And, according to the New York Times in May 1867, “any women who thirst[ed] for trousers was mentally ill, the victim of a curious mental disorder that involved hysteria and hallucinations.”


  Even in the early 1940s, bronc rider Jane Burnett Smith encountered criticism when she arrived at Madison Square Garden. Riding in an elevator, one woman remarked to another, “Look at what she’s wearing. How can they walk with those things on their feet?”


  “And those tight pants,” the other woman added. “Imagine going out in public dressed like that.”


  Annie Oakley was the most famous Old West personality and the forerunner of the rodeo cowgirl. She toured with Buffalo Bill for seventeen years as an expert marksman. All this while wearing dresses.


  But while working their ranches, women discovered that riding astride—as Native American women had done since the mid-seventeenth century—was much more practical and comfortable, less tiring and dangerous than sidesaddle, and cowgirls who rode astride gained a slow acceptance.


  The December 1906 Ladies Home Journal stated, “Many young girls are now taught to ride cross-saddle, as the old style of sidesaddle is thought to make a girl become crooked.”


  Necessity being the mother of invention, and since most women were handy at sewing, they began to remodel their long skirts into the split riding skirt. Even with that adaptation, the skirts were still long, voluminous, and cumbersome. But that didn’t seem to cramp the cowgirls’ style. They rode bucking broncs and bulls and roped and tied steers, often beating their male counterparts.


  [image: Margie Greenough, Dorothy Dollerhide, Nancy Shepard, Fay Blackstone (all the ladies designed and made their outfits) FROM MARGIE GREENOUGH COLLECTION, COURTESY OF LEIGH ANN BILLINGSLEY]


  Despite these accomplishments, this progressive fashion was frowned upon, as Evelyn Cameron found out in 1895. The English photographer, turned Montana rancher, cantered into Miles City one fine August day, wearing a split riding skirt she had made herself. While doing her shopping, she was suddenly confronted by a group of outraged townswomen, backed by the sheriff, who threatened her with arrest if she didn’t leave town.


  “After riding into town forty-eight miles from the ranch, I was much amused at the laughing and giggling girls who stood staring at my costume as I walked about,” she wrote later.


  Cowgirls were not to be thwarted, however. They had discovered this fashion as a riding tool. The newspaper in Havre, Montana, August 1897, reported:


  
    There were six young women who competed in the bronc riding competition. The broncos chosen were as villainous a crew of ponies as ever got together. The riders wore a combination costume of cowboy and bicycler’s wardrobes. There was no pretense about sidesaddles as all the broncos were ridden astraddle. The mix-ups were so lively that it seemed the riders would be reduced to their high heeled boots. Sombreros and whips were lost, the riders’ long hair whipped in the wind, and their clothes had the appearance of having been used as street sweepers. But there were no serious rents in garments and not even a scratch on any pretty face.

  


  One of Fannie Sperry’s teammates on the relay team sported a new costume on a tour stop in Denver in 1906—full calf-length “bloomers,” gathered above her boots and topped with a matching short top. This style had been introduced by the flamboyant Prairie Rose Henderson of Wyoming, who created quite a stir with this “racy” look.


  While Fannie’s first response was “Where’s your skirt?” she and her friends decided this costume looked very practical, so they had black bloomers made for the team. They created their own stir when they debuted in Grand Rapids, Michigan. They were greeted with gasps and tittering, then whistles and hoots, from the grandstand. But this response did not deter them; they continued to wear their new comfortable, practical outfits.


  Other cowgirls found similar comfortable costumes for rodeo riding. Marie Gibson was shown in photos wearing split skirts, jodhpurs, or slacks. Each cowgirl dressed distinctively, many wearing calf-length split skirts made of leather and embellished with fringe, beads, or brass studs. Colorful satin shirts, bright silk scarves, and tall wide-brimmed hats added to the costume.


  [image: Fannie Sperry and the �Montana Girls� show off their bloomer costumes. COURTESY OF VIOLA HILGER NELSON]


  Around 1925 Vera McGinnis (California, 1892–1990) became the first cowgirl to wear pants in the arena. Considering skirts and tight breeches as nuisances, McGinnis created a pair of trousers from a pair of boys’ flannel pants with a zipper on the side. She remarked, “I like to wear them so then I can kick up my heels as I like.”


  Cowgirls felt they belonged in the saddle and loved the open prairie, horses, guns, and competition, but most still loved dressing up and showing their feminine side. A woman could be tough and competitive, but in public she should definitely look like a girl.


  The Greenough sisters were talented seamstresses as well as riders and carried a sewing machine along on the road. Not liking the short pants that ended below the knee when they were starting out, “we bought a pair of sailor pants, took them apart and made a pattern,” Margie later told the Arizona Daily Star. From then on they designed and sewed their own bell-bottomed trousers and bolero jackets.


  “Each cowgirl was an individual who dressed in her own style. Most designed their own clothes and tailored them to fit neatly and well,” Alice wrote in a 1974 article titled “Cowgirls of Yesterday” in Persimmon Hill magazine. “I can remember when a cowboy was required to wear dress pants in the Grand Entry in New York and Boston; if he was wearing Levis he had to wear chaps over them. A cowgirl in Levis during a performance was unheard of, unthinkable.”


  Alice also expressed her opinion in a 1937 article in Physical Culture magazine: “A cowgirl would no more think of wearing spike heels, a tight girdle, a binding brassiere, than she would drink poison. It is not that a cowgirl does not want to attract the masculine eyes, but we know cowboys. They like slimness, line, grace—but they want it natural.”


  Alice and Margie enjoyed shopping for new fabrics in New York after rodeo events to sew their rodeo clothes, but they soon decided not to wear Western clothing while out in the “Big Apple,” since crowds followed them around town, enamored with the attractive costumes they designed.


  Nothing seemed to daunt these intrepid cowgirls, not clothing restrictions nor children, not society’s gasps nor men’s opposition. When a group of cowboys attempted to get up a petition to have women thrown out of the Pendleton Roundup in 1910, complaining that “girls spoil the horses and water down the events till there’s no challenge,” Fannie Sperry scoffed, “You’re wrong, mister. Just watch us.”


  And the world did. Fannie, Marie, Bobby, Jane, and the Greenough and Brander sisters proved everyone wrong. They had the passion, the courage, and the dream, and nothing was going to stand in their way.


  

  CHAPTER TWO

  Motivation to Compete


  

  
    “Believe you can and you’re halfway there.”


    —TEDDY ROOSEVELT

  


  The wind howled outside the ranch house at Gilt Edge, Montana, one morning just a few days before Jane Burnett’s seventh birthday in 1926. She scraped a small peephole through the frost on the window. Nothing was visible—no livestock in the corral or around the feed racks—nothing but drifting snow. Jane shivered and turned back to eating breakfast.


  Visions of eating popcorn and stretching out on the calf-hide rug near the potbellied coal stove in the living room were quickly squelched when Grandpa Bill rose from the table. “Clinton, you’d better pick up those colts today. They’re with Hedman’s horses.”


  Jane’s dad, Clinton, turned to her. “Well? Wanna go along?” It was not really a question, and there was only one acceptable reply.


  “Sure,” she said. The subzero weather seemed a minor issue compared to the idea of being considered unable to “take it.”


  Jane’s Shetland pony jogged along beside her daddy’s horse, nearly high centering in many of the deeper drifts. Time froze, along with her limbs. When they found the horses in a set of abandoned corrals, her father indicated with a nod of his head that she was to wait near the entrance in case the animals tried to get away.


  Several diminishing degrees later, she was still sitting hunched over the saddle horn, teeth chattering and icicles hanging from the end of her nose.


  Finally her daddy rode up to her. He never questioned whether she was frozen, if she was all right, or how she felt. He simply asked matter-of-factly, “You hired out as a tough hand, didn’t you?”


  Nothing else was necessary.


  In the years to come, this incident would serve as a foundation for Jane’s life. Later she said, “My early childhood made me stronger, more independent.”


  She rode her first steer for fifty cents at age eleven. At twelve, she sneaked away from the ranch on many weekends and hitchhiked to any rodeo within an area of three hundred to four hundred miles, where she rode steers for “mount money.”


  Jane continued her journey for the next twenty years in one-chute, small-town rodeos from the Canadian border to Mexico City, Los Angeles to Madison Square Garden in New York. She worked for Gene Autry, riding broncs in rodeos he promoted and working as an extra or stunt woman in several Western movies. During her career Jane experienced not only the best of the sport—the rodeo people who were closer than her real family—but she also had to fight the dark side of early day rodeo—unscrupulous promoters, leering drunks, and abusive relationships.


  Jane Burnett Smith wrote in her memoir, Hobbled Stirrups, “All because I had hired out for a tough hand and thought I had to follow through without complaining. I asked for no sympathy and gave no excuses.”


  In her book’s introduction Jane wrote,


  
    From the scared kid riding his first steer, to the crippled old saddle bronc rider who is going to try it just one more season, each individual secretly believes himself capable of developing into one of the “greats.” Without this belief there would be no competition.


    I consider myself a charter member of these forever hopefuls who doggedly struggled in the shadows of the champions. During my rodeo years I . . . never at any time doubted that I would eventually hold the title of World’s Champion Woman Bronc Rider.

  


  [image: Jane Burnett Smith with Gene Autry COURTESY OF CAMILLE SMITH]


  However, she wrote, “It seems I was the only person who was genuinely surprised when this failed to occur.”


  At one point Jane expressed her intention to quit rodeoing to a group of cowboys, who broke into laughter as if she’d just told the biggest joke of the season. “Did I say something funny?” Jane asked.


  “You sure did,” one replied. “In case nobody ever told you, it’s as tough to quit this business as it would be to get off of whiskey, cigarettes, or dope. We’ve all tried to stop rodeoing—at least once a year—an’ the first thing you know, we’re right back in there.”


  That passion, the hunger for the burst of adrenaline, the thrill of the victory echoed by the cheers of the crowd, is something cowgirls find difficult to explain. Fannie Sperry Steele said, “How can I explain to dainty delicate women what it’s like to climb down into a rodeo chute onto the back of a wild horse? How can I tell them it is a challenge that lies deep in the bones—a challenge that may go back to prehistoric man and his desire to conquer the outlaw and the wilderness.”


  The history of the cowgirl shows the sense of freedom they were able to experience, not hobbled by the restraints of social convention. They felt alive with a good horse under them, the wind blowing through their hair, the exhilaration of a fast ride or conquering a thousand-pound bucking animal. All these Montana cowgirls began at an early age, working alongside their fathers, brothers, and husbands, and learned to ride as well as the men, so why not experience the same thrill in the rodeo arena?


  [image: image]


  Antoinette Marie Gibson, also known as “Buckskin Mary” or “Ma” Gibson, was born near Winnipeg, Canada, on August 18, 1894, and named for the famous queen. A “tomboy,” Marie learned to love horses at an early age. She had a black pony and helped on her Belgium-born father’s farm, learning the ways of ranching and handling horses and cattle. Later she helped gentle horses as saddle mounts for her father’s female customers at his livery stable in Saskatchewan. Her father also owned several racehorses, and while still a teen Marie became one of the few licensed women jockeys in North America.


  The love of animals, coupled with early responsibilities, an independent spirit, and bravery, would be a major influence on her future life.


  At age fifteen Marie married a neighbor boy, Joseph Dumont, and had four children. One child died at three months, and later her daughter Lucy drowned at age nineteen. How she must have grieved over her losses, which most likely helped her find an inner strength to accomplish what she did.


  In 1914 the Dumonts moved to Montana in a covered wagon, where her parents had already moved. They homesteaded at Burnham, ten miles west of Havre, a town that no longer exists.


  The marriage failed, and Marie was forced to become the sole support of her children. She became friends with neighbor “Long” George Francis, a local rodeo rider who gave her the nickname “Buckskin Mary” (which she didn’t care for), and his friends Ray Ellis (who had introduced bulldogging to the Havre area), Jack Maybee, and Clayton Jolley. Marie watched them break wild horses to use for saddle and team animals, and soon, with their encouragement, she began riding bucking broncs, not always successfully.


  At one rodeo her bronc stumbled and she ended up on its neck. The rodeo manager joked that she had bronc riding confused with bull dogging. Other women riders laughed at her clumsy efforts. Marie told one cowgirl, “When I have been riding as much as you have, I’ll do better.”


  Foghorn Clancy, a famous announcer, program man, and rodeo publicist (much of that time at Madison Square Garden), wrote of Marie Gibson in his book My 50 Years in Rodeo:


  
    [At the Medicine Hat Stampede
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  AFTERWORD


  I grew up on a ranch in eastern Montana, riding with my grandmother, Olive May “Tootsie” Bailey Gasser. I knew she was an avid horse-woman who preferred the back of a horse to a dust mop any day. I was twelve when she died, and my dad told me she had ridden the big wild bucking steers in rodeos when she was in her teens.


  I have the following newspaper clipping from the Sunburst Sun advertising rodeo festivities for August 28, 1922:


  Program


  
    1:00—Parade of cowboys and cowgirls, headed by Cut Bank brass band.


    1:30—Roping and bronc busting.


    2:30—Tootsie Bailey will enter competition with entire field, riding wild steers with only one hand on surcingle.


    8:30—Roundup dance at Sunburst hall. Hammond’s famous Glacier Park orchestra. Dance continues until it stops.

  


  [image: Tootsie Bailey Gasser, the author’s grandmother AUTHOR’S COLLECTION]


  And a later recap of the rodeo relates that Tootsie Bailey had won over Marie Gibson in the steer-riding competition.


  My grandmother did not continue competing and did not achieve the kind of fame that the cowgirls in this book did. But she gave me that spark of history that led me to write a novel series based on her, and to become well acquainted with the women who conquered the West (even before they could vote) through the golden age of rodeo.


  They were the first professional women athletes, who turned their prairie survival skills into a career and held their own against the cowboys.
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