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

Part I 

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 be Part I of 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.
Women first participated in rodeo events in the 1880s at local ranch rodeos and later as performers in Wild West shows and vaudeville acts in major cities throughout the United States. Buffalo Bill Cody was the first showman to give women a chance, and they soon became one of the most popular spectator events. These early cowgirls were often flamboyant, outgoing women who awed and intrigued their audiences.

The first female Wild West star was a lady sharpshooter who went by the stage name of Annie Oakley. She never rode broncs or performed tricks on the back of a running horse, but she would open the way for women with her sharpshooting skills. She was so popular that Buffalo Bill Cody decided to hire more women with varying acts and performance skills to join his Wild West Show.

A few of the first lady cowgirls were: Annie Shaffer, who was the first woman to ride a bronc at Fort Smith, Arkansas in 1896; Prairie Rose Henderson is credcited with winning the first Cheyenne Frontier Days horse race for women in 1889; and Bertha Blanchett rode the first bronc at Cheyenne Frontier Days in either 1904 or 1905.

By 1920 most of the larger rodeos including Cheyenne Frontier Days, the Pendleton Roundup, the Madison Square Garden Rodeo and Calgary Stampede featured three women’s events: bronc riding, trick riding and relay racing. Although, bronc riding was one of the first events where women excelled, by the 1940s it had been cut from the women’s event list and it has never returned except at all girl rodeos.

Women often sought the rankest bronc they could find in order to make a name for themselves. Women’s bronc riding was extremely popular with the American public during the years it was a spectator sport. Among the reasons that led to its demise were there were more women killed riding broncs than men, rodeos were cutting back due to the shortages precipitated by World War I and rodeo for women was developing into a whole new profession.

Relay races remained another popular event for women rodeo stars. The biggest rodeos had large tracks, but not all of the smaller rodeo grounds throughout the country could afford to build these enormous tracks. It was common for relay racing to be conducted on dirt tracks near the rodeo grounds. The 1920s and thirties were the heyday of the relay racing events performed by women.

Most rodeo contests first began as part of a county or holiday festival, most frequently during the Fourth of July. The beginnings of the professional rodeo can be traced to Buffalo Bill Cody’s first Fourth of July Celebration in North Platte, Nebraska in 1882.

Cody was extremely popular because of his career as a buffalo hunter, vaudeville actor and dime store novel hero. Most Americans had heard about his exploits and wanted to see him in person. Buffalo Bill took his show on the road in 1883. The First Cheyenne Frontier Days rodeo was held in 1897 and soon it became one of the premiere rodeos in North America. Buffalo Bill Cody took his Wild West show as far away as Europe and received excellent reviews and standing ovations everywhere he went.
Prairie Rose Henderson was considered one of the more flamboyant cowgirls of the era. She is listed in the Cowgirl Hall of Fame, “Prairie Rose Henderson made a name for herself as a champion bronc rider. She became a fierce relay racer, dazzling crowds not only with her daring feats but also with her fashion sense and her flair for beautiful and inventive costumes.”

There are conflicting stories as to Prairie Rose’s real name. She may have hailed from Ohio or Kansas but she spent most of her time when not performing on a ranch near Green River, Wyoming. She was one of the first women to participate in bronc riding. She questioned the judges at Cheyenne Frontier Days when they said she could not ride because she was a woman. When she forced the judges to review the rules, it was found there were no rules stating women could not ride and she was allowed to ride in the event.

Prairie Rose definitely wins the award for most outgoing and flamboyant cowgirl of the era. She entered the Gordon, Nebraska rodeo wearing ostrich plumes over her bloomers and a blouse covered with colorful sequins. She enjoyed creating and making up her own costumes. Prairie Rose traveled to rodeo events throughout the United States and was a member of the Irwin Brothers Wild West Show by 1910. She was active in rodeos into the 1930s.

While residing on her ranch in Wyoming during the winter of 1932, Prairie Rose came up missing and although groups searched for her in the area, her body was not found for seven years. Her late husband was able to identify her body by a ring and championship rodeo belt buckle she was wearing. She had apparently lost her way during a fierce, Wyoming blizzard and froze to death.

What an ending for one of the most famous and colorful cowgirls of the early Wild West shows and rodeos! 

Tillie Baldwin was another exceptional cowgirl during the golden years. Tillie immigrated to the United States from Norway and could not speak English when she first arrived. After watching some women Wild West performers practicing at a stable, she decided she too would like to support herself in that manner. She was eventually able to land a job trick riding with a man named Baldwin, and she took his last name as her stage name. By 1912, she was riding and performing for the infamous 101 Ranch Wild West Show and was popular with the public.

Please tune in next week for the conclusion of Cowgirls and Wild West Stars.

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 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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