Archaeology & History in Your Back Yard
Conclusion to Cowgirls & Wild West Stars

Hello Everyone! This is Archaeology and History in Your Back Yard and my name is Dixie. X 88.7 FM and the Torrance County Archaeological Society are pleased to bring you a series of programs designed to acquaint you, our listening audience, with little known people, places and events that took place in the past, right here in your own back yard. For the most part, we will be covering interesting facts, stories and legends about the past, and people that lived right here in the Estancia Valley and surrounding areas in central New Mexico. Our goal is to inform, educate and possibly enlist your help in preserving and protecting our past.

Our show today will conclude a two part series on Cowgirls and Wild West Stars. This program was written by Dixie Boyle and produced by Bill Simms. Thank you for joining us today.

Last week we discussed the beginnings of rodeo in the United States and the opportunities available for women who wanted to ride broncs and trick ride in these early rodeos. These women were flamboyant and outgoing and were good with horses.

Tillie Baldwin immigrated to the United States from Norway and made a name in women’s rodeo when she wore bloomers to participate in her rodeo events instead of the popular split skirts of the era.

Tillie was the first to wear bloomers. Her costume was much lighter than what other cowgirls were wearing and Tillie was able to more easily perform her stunts. Many of the rodeo cowgirls of the era proclaimed they would never wear bloomers but within a few years it was the accepted costume for women rodeo performers.

Tillie Baldwin also became a champion at the sport of bull-dogging and was one of the first women to do so. It was one of the more dangerous sports in the rodeo as women were expected to jump off the back of their running horse and land on the back of the calf to be bull-dogged. Tillie seemed to enjoy the sport and won most of the competitions of her era. 

Tad Lucas was another famous trick and bronc rider and rodeo star in the 1920s. Lucas was born in Cody, Nebraska in 1902 and as most ranch kids she began riding horses at an early age. She also helped her brothers to break colts on the family ranch when she was only seven years old. She along with her siblings took part in local rodeo contest and Wild West Shows.

Tad was invited to Tex Austin’s London Rodeo and while in New York waiting for their passage to England she married a professional cowboy named Buck Lucas. Trick riding would take Tad to the top of her profession and she was one of the most well-known trick riders of her time. She had been fascinated with trick riding since she first discovered that she wanted to become a rodeo and Wild West star.
Even though the rodeo stars competed with one another in rodeo events, they also became good friends as they spent a lot of time together. In the early years of rodeo, there were no horse trailers, so their horses were often shipped by train to the next destination where they were to compete. The cowgirls often traveled together and purchased an entire car on the train, because they could ship all of their horses together at a more reasonable rate. The cowgirls enjoyed these train rides, as they played cards, socialized and rested until their next event. 

Eleanor McClintock Williams was born to wealthy Pittsburgh artists in 1906, but left her luxurious and elite lifestyle behind to become a champion trick rider for Ringling Brothers Barnum & Bailey Circus and rode bucking horses in the Tim McCoy Wild West Show.

Eleanor was introduced to western life in the 1920s when on vacation at Nan Hart’s Montana dude ranch. She became enthralled with horses and outdoor life. She decided to have her own dude ranch one day. She would begin a correspondence with Nan Hart that chronicled her career as a trick and bronc rider plus her purchase and development of the Rising Sun Dude Ranch near Quemado.

In 1928, Eleanor attended a rodeo at Madison Square Garden and met her future husband a rodeo cowboy named Walter Heacock. Eleanor and Walter eloped two weeks later and joined a Wild West show bound for Chile. However, they were stranded when the manager ran off with the gate money. Eventually, they were able to find passage on a Japanese cargo ship and returned to the United States where they continued working the rodeo circuit.

A letter Eleanor wrote to her friend Nan Hart back in Montana explained how trick and bronc riders traveled from one show to the next. She wrote, “We were traveling at a third class freight rate, and fully half of the time en route was spent sitting on the railroad sidings watching for regular trains to whizz by. We had no chair cars of any description, and the Ringling Brothers Pullman bunks are all built to stay out—they don’t turn into seats by day.”

Eleanor was inducted into the Cowgirl Hall of Fame in 1986 for her contributions to rodeo and western life. Her biography reads, “Eleanor’s life epitomized that of the strong, independent western woman. She became a champion trick rider, performing on the rodeo circuit, Wild West shows and circuses. She purchased and built a ranch during the Depression, raised five children, ran for the NM Senate, was a published writer and became a recognized artist.”

The first women bronc riders began to compete in rodeos in the United States at the turn of the twentieth century. For almost forty years, the women’s rodeo event was one of the most popular on the rodeo and Wild West show circuit. Many of the early bronc riders grew up on ranches and helped to break and care for horses at a young age while other cowgirls had access to horses and knew how to handle them.

The 1920s was the heyday for lady bronc riders as audiences were enthralled by their horsemanship skills and exotic costumes and stunts. By 1933 with the deepening of the Great Depression, trick and trick roping were dropped as contest events at rodeos throughout the country. They became contract performers where they were paid for entertaining the audience instead of competing with one another for the rodeo title. 

At the end of the 1941 rodeo season ladies bronc riding would be dropped from the traditional rodeo circuit. The Madison Square Garden Rodeo in New York City would be the first to drop women’s bronc riding from the roster for the following year and premier rodeos throughout the country would do the same. A few of the famous lady bronc riders continued to ride as an exhibition for another decade but the event has never returned to the traditional rodeo circuit.

This has been Archaeology and History in Your Back Yard, a series that will take you through our area’s history in future episodes.

The Torrance County Archaeological Society meets at 7 PM the first Tuesday of every month from March through November. We meet at the East Torrance Soil and Water Education Building at 700 S. 10th Street in Estancia. Please come and join us.

You can listen to Archaeology and History in Your Own Back Yard Monday at 1 PM, Tuesday at 7 PM, Friday at 10 AM and Saturday at 4 PM. Thanks for listening!
KXNM Archives are all locally produced as MP3 Audio Files. So, you can listen to all of the Archaeology and History shows whenever you choose. Just visit our web site at KXNM.org. Talk to you later!
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