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The Return of the Cowgirl Queen
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hree interwoven factorsled to the decline of

cowgirl athletes in the late 1920s. The first of these

was Bonnie McCarroll’s death at the 1929 Pendle-
ton Round-Up. During the saddle bronc event, McCarroll
was thrown from her mount, her foot hung up on a stirrup,
and the crowd watched in horror as the horse dragged her
around the arena until it could be brought to a stop. When
the well-known rider died several days later in the Pendle-
ton hospital, newspapers around the country discussed
the tragedy—and the propriety of women competing in
rough-stock events. An article in the Yakima Republic
reflected prevailing attitudes: “Bonnie McCarroll, rodeo
queen, is dead. . . . Here is an instance of human injuries
and death that impels the question of whether such a show
is worth such a sacrifice.”? Pendleton’s rodeo board
decided to immediately end women’s bronc riding, and as
one of the country’s three largest rodeos, Pendleton’s deci-
sion set a precedent other rodeos soon followed.

The second factor contributing to the decline of
women’s participation in rodeo was the formation of the
Rodeo Association of America (RAA) in 1929 in response
to the need to standardize “events, rules, regulations, judg-
ing, refereeing, timing, and arena conditions” for the grow-
ing number of competitors. An important part of this
standardization included selecting which events would be
included in all RAA-sanctioned rodeos. When the list of
the four required events came out, it did not include
women’s bronc riding. The RAA did not prohibit women’s
bronc riding; local rodeo committees could decide if they
wanted to feature the event, and if so, whether it would be
a competitive or an exhibition event. But when the RAA
later increased the number of required events from four to
eight, many rodeos included these new events at the
expense of locally popular contests and those for women.
Nonetheless, women’s bronc riding did not disappear
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entirely. RAA rules encouraged rodeo boards to showcase
it as an exhibition with professionals riding for the crowds
rather than as a competitive event.>

Finally, the 1929 stock market crash and economic hard-
ships created by the Great Depression limited opportu-
nities for women. While established rodeos such as the
Pendleton Round-Up and Cheyenne Frontier Days man-
aged to stay solvent during the Depression, smaller rodeos,
or those only marginally successful, failed. The result was
that while top women riders could still find work at the
major rodeos as exhibition riders, the number of overall
opportunities for cowgirl athletes, particularly for lesser-
known ones, was greatly reduced.*

The common debate tying together these three events
was the question of the proper role for women in Ameri-
can society. Only a generation and a half earlier, in the
1880s, a major shift in attitudes allowed middle-class
women to move out of the domestic sphere. Leaving the
sanctity of the home, they entered professions and engaged
in activities previously open only to men, a trend that cre-
ated national alarm. Modernists argued that everyone in
society would benefit if women thought and acted for
themselves. Traditionalists maintained that marriage and
domesticity were central to most women’s identity and
constituted their most important contribution to society.
Even into the 1920s the debate raged over what would be-
come of the country if women, the moral keepers of society,
began to act like men. An analysis of newspaper articles
suggests that by 1927 the traditionalist view had gained a
slight edge. The economic crisis in the late 1920s further
encouraged a resurgence of traditional gender roles.

Beginning in 1929, as cowgirl athletes’ presence dimin-
ished, the importance of rodeo queens as promoters began
to expand. These rodeo queens and their courts reigned
over the arena as genteel, middle-class versions of the
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Professional riders like
Mabel Strickland faded
from the limelight toward
the end of the 1920s as
several factors—concerns
about safety, the need

to standardize rules and
events, and the Great
Depression—led to a
decline in the number

of women participating
in rodeo.




Safety concerns became paramount with the deaths of female rodeo performers, including Marie Gibson, pictured fifth from left
in this lineup of Montana cowgirls photographed in the mid- to late twenties at a Butte, Montana. rodeo. Gibson died in a

horse collision at an Idaho Falls rodeo in 1933 after successfully competing in the bronc-riding event.

professional cowgirl athletes. This type of rodeo queen
was not new—the first nonprofessional queen appeared at
the Pendleton Round-Up in 1910—but the new queen,
selected by the rodeo board, had traditionally played only
aminor role. Indeed, in 1918, at the height of women’s par-
ticipation as contestants at the Pendleton Round-Up, the
board abolished the rodeo queen entirely, noting, “[ T Jhere
will be no appreciable loss as there will be any number of
candidates to prove themselves entitled to proclaiming
themselves queen of relay riding, bucking bronchoes, or
other stunts that come in the life of the range.”¢ Pendleton
Round-Up queens reappeared in 1923, but it was not until
the late 1920s that these queens played a more visible part
in the Round-Up.

Cheyenne, Wyoming’s Frontier Days celebration
adopted the idea of a community rodeo queen in 1931 in
response to the declining number of female riders and the
economic exigencies of the Depression. The first three
Miss Frontier Days queens won their crowns in competi-

1. Mary Lou LeCompte, Cowgirls of the Rodeo: Pioneer Professional
Athletes (Urbana, Ill., 1993), 72.

2. Yakima (Wash.) Republic, October 3,1929.

3. Clifford P. Westermeier, Man, Beast Dust: The Story of Rodeo (1947;
reprint, Lincoln, 1987), 100; LeCompte, Cowgirls of the Rodeo, 96. These
required events included bronc riding, steer bulldogging, steer roping,
and calf roping. Ibid., 14.

4. LeCompte, Cowgirls of the Rodeo, 101.

5. James R. McGovern, “The American Woman’s Pre-World War I
Freedom in Manners and Morals,” Journal of American History,55 (Sep-
tember 1968), 333; Barbara Welter, “The Cult of True Womanhood,” in
Locating American Studies: The Evolution of a Discipline, ed. Lucy
Maddox (Baltimore, 1999), 44; Charlotte Perkins Gilman, “The New
Generation of Women,” Current History, 18 (August 8, 1923), 731-37;
Nancy F. Cott, The Grounding of Modern Feminism (New Haven, Conn.,
1987),199, 272.

tions where townspeople “voted” for their favorite candi-
date by purchasing rodeo tickets from her. In 1935 Frontier
Days board members changed the selection process to the
one used at Pendleton and began selecting a Miss Frontier
Days from among the daughters of leading families. Like
the Pendleton queens, Cheyenne’s Miss Frontier Days
devoted her time to traveling and promoting the rodeo,
playing only a minor role in the rodeo arena.

The same year that Cheyenne opened its Miss Frontier
Days contest, the small west Texas town of Stamford intro-
duced its own rodeo queen contest. This contest would
have a profound, if completely unintended, impact on
women’s rodeo. As at Pendleton, the rodeo board, the
town’s chamber of commerce, selected a young woman to
represent Stamford at its rodeo, the Texas Cowboy’s
Reunion. In regional vernacular, she was called a sponsor.
But then they added a twist by inviting sponsors from
around the area to compete against each other for the title
of rodeo queen. While recalling women’s earlier partici-
pation in rodeo, the sponsor contest, as it was known,
embraced the larger cultural movement toward more tradi-
tional feminine behavior. The contest reshaped the image
of a cowgirl queen from one who competed in bronco rid-
ing to that of a beautiful socialite who displayed horse skills
only marginally associated with ranching. The sponsor
contest was an immediate hit and within a short time could
be found at rodeos throughout Texas and Oklahoma.”

6. Pendleton (Oreg.) East Oregonian, September 13,1918.

7. For a brief background of the sponsor contest at the Texas Cowboy’s
Reunion, see Hooper Shelton, Fifty Years a Living Legend: Texas Cow-
boy’s Reunion and Old-Timer’s Association (Stamford, Tex., 1979).
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Although based on the tradition established by cowgirl
athletes, the sponsor contest maintained a clear distinction
between the activities cowhands participated in and those
acceptable for women. As with regular rodeo events, the
sponsor contest involved three days of competition before
the winner was announced on the last day. And, following
the pattern of regular rodeo
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scholastic, and civic accomplishments. The stories empha-
sized the girls’ social position, reinforcing the importance
of their amateur status as contestants and adherence to
appropriate middle-class feminine behavior.

This shift in rodeo queen criteria did not sit well with
women who struggled to continue competing in rodeo.
Isora DeRacy, raised on a

events, the prize fit the rodeo
theme: the winning girl took
home a beautifully tooled
saddle; runners-up received
bits, spurs, or other pieces of
riding equipment. Unlike
regular rodeo events that pit-
ted the skills of the cowgirl
against the clock, however,
this competition had less to
do with ability than appear-
ance. Judges evaluated the
young women on who had
the best horse, most attractive
outfit, and most admirable
horsemanship. As one local

and Hall of Fame, Forth Worth, Texas

| Cowgirl M

newspaper explained: “In
determining the winner, the
girl’s personality will count
15 percent; her riding togs
and equipment 15 percent
and riding ability 30 percent.
The mount will also be
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ranch near Pecos, Texas, was
one of the few women who
both served as a rodeo queen
and competed in rodeos
during the 1930s. DeRacy
competed in calf roping, a
relatively new event that was
replacing the traditional
steer-roping.® This switch
was haphazard, and as in-
dividual rodeos made the
change, the decision whether
to allow women to compete
lacked consistency as well.
Organized rodeos—RAA-
affiliated rodeos—did not
sanction women’s calf rop-
ing. However, if a particular
rodeo offered special “chal-
lenge” or “jackpot” roping
events outside the purview of
the RAA, women could par-
ticipate. In Texas women who
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scored, conformation and
appearance counting 10 per-
cent, equipment 10 percent
and the animal’s performance
20 percent.”8

At Stamford’s Texas Cow-
boy’s Reunion, the sponsor
contest was neither strictly a
beauty contest nor strictly a
riding contest, an ambiguity that left the most important
characteristics of a rodeo queen open to interpretation.
Although the organizers always insisted that the sponsor
girls were top-notch horsewomen, and a number of later
contestants did compete in rodeo in the late 1940s, news-
paper articles describing the sponsor contest and its partic-
ipants did not give riding skills top billing—and often left
them out entirely. Articles typically featured studio por-
traits of the young women followed by accounts of family,

8. Santa Anna (Tex.) Santa Anna, June 3, 1938. This description is
similar to other local newspaper articles published throughout west Texas
in the months prior to the Texas Cowboy’s Reunion, as can be seen
through a comparison of newspaper clippings assembled in the Blue
Newspaper Scrapbook, Texas Cowboy Country Museum, Stamford,
Texas.
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Women’s rodeo experienced a resurgence in
the mid-1940s as the first “all-girl” rodeos began
providing opportunities to compete. In September 1947
Thena Mae Farr (left) and Nancy Binford, shown above
in a publicity photo, planned Amarillo’s first rodeo
produced and staffed by women and featuring only
female contestants.

worked cattle as part of their
ranch chores found these
events offered the greatest
opportunity to compete, and
DeRacy gained a reputation
as a top roper around Pecos
even as she vied for the title
of rodeo queen.

Evidence that some felt
rodeo queen status should be based solely on ranch-related
skills can be found in the circa 1938 “Vote for Isora
DeRacy” poster. Below a picture of DeRacy astride her
horse, rope clearly visible, the poster informed the public,
“She is a real cowgirl and can rope and tie a calf in 30 sec-
onds.” The anonymous friends who printed and circulated
the poster encouraged voters to honor “a girl who can really
ride and rope” with the rodeo queen title, and, by implica-
tion, vote against the women who had social standing, good

9. According to John O. Baxter, pressure by humane societies to ban
steer roping began in the late 1800s and had its earliest success in the
Southwest. The event was banned in New Mexico in 1903, Texas in
1905, and Arizona in 1907. John O. Baxter, “Whoopee Ty-Yi-Yo! Cow-
boy Tournaments, 1885-1905: A Changing Vision of the Southwest”
(paper presented at the Western History Association conference, Fort
Worth, Texas, October 9, 2003).
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This circa 1938 poster emphasizes the
skills some thought should be required
of arodeo queen.

looks, or could sit a horse tolerably well
butlacked the skills necessary to place her
squarely within the western tradition.

VOTE FOR

Isora DeRacy

(THE

REAL COWGIRL)
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Despite DeRacy’s example, it was not until Vote For e & ' Mrs. DeRacey

the early 1940s that an opportunity : :

emerged for cowgirl athletes to return to A Girl sa

TOdICO-'O ) World War Il both Who Can True Daughter
n a very real sense, Vvor ar ot

devastate:iy and created a renaissance for Really of the

cowgirl athletes. As writer and rancher Ride West

Teresa Jordan notes, professional oppor-

tunities for cowgirl athletes, the few and

women who remained in the sport mostly Rope

as exhibition riders, became “a casualty of ‘

the war.” Rodeo producers, finding it too worsorss Sl ovoscny

expensive to continue the tradition of
maintaining two strings of broncs—one for
the cowboys and one for the cowgirls—cut
the women’s events. Other rodeo produc-
ers stymied women’s participation simply
by refusing them the opportunity to com-
pete. In 1942 film star Gene Autry estab-
lished his Flying A Rodeo Company and
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Mrs. Isera De-
Racey, whese
picture appears friends. She is «

race for Rodeo
Queen by her

bere has beem  real cowgirl,
entered in the  and can rope
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began producing a series of large rodeos.

He soon dominated the east coast rodeo
circuit as well as major rodeos in Houston,
Los Angles, Shreveport, and Toronto.
Although Autry’s rodeos followed RAA-
wartime guidelines, as Mary Lou LeCompte notes in her
history of professional rodeo performers, “All of Autry’s
rodeos were very much alike, and . . . none included con-
tests for cowgirls.” Instead, Autry hired beautiful young
women to perform noncompetitive riding stunts.
LeCompte argues that Autry’s Flying A Rodeo became the
standard for rodeos across the country, ultimately spelling
the “final doom” for cowgirl competitors in major rodeos.
Indeed, the role of women in Autry’s rodeos—and the pub-
lic’s acceptance of that role—illustrates the culmination of
traditionalist pressures against women competitors that
began in 1929.1!

On the other hand, the war provided opportunities for
cowgirl athletes as the demise of professional riders created
avacuum amateur riders hurried to fill. Fundamental to this

10. “Vote For Isora DeRacy,” Isora DeRacy Honoree File, National
Cowgirl Hall of Fame Archives, Fort Worth, Texas (hereafter NCHFA,
Fort Worth).

11. Teresa Jordan, “Cowgirls: How the Fairer Sex Succeeded in the
Rough World of Rodeo,” True West, 30 (July 1983), 19-23; LeCompte,
Cowgrls of the Rodeo, 137, 135.

(This Circular is paid for by friends of Mrs. DeRacey and was
~ printed without her knowledge).

shift was the RAA’s suspension of its regulations and sup-
port of new rodeos that promoted events focusing on local
riders’ abilities and interests. This allowed women to enter
rodeo contests on an ad-hoc basis and to compete in a lim-
ited number of traditional events, such as calf roping and
cutting. Thus, World War II did not end the tradition of
women competing in rodeo. Instead, it changed the
dynamics by replacing the few remaining professional rid-
ers with a growing number of amateurs.!2

The RAA decision to suspend its regulations followed
a logic similar to the one that resulted in the creation of
women’s baseball leagues, which were set up as a tem-
porary expediency to keep interest in the game alive and
stadiums occupied until the men returned from the war.
The major difference was that women who participated in
rodeo were, as always, independent contestants and com-
peted without the restrictions faced by women who played
corporate team sports such as baseball. Cowgirl athletes
did not have to undergo mandatory charm lessons, makeup

12. Kristine Fredriksson, 4merican Rodeo: From Buffalo Bill to Big
Business (College Station, Tex., 1985), 73-74.
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