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ro·de·o 
ro·de·o (ro¹dê-o´, ro-dâ¹o) noun
plural ro·de·os
1.
A public competition or exhibition in which skills such as riding broncos or roping calves are displayed.
2.
A cattle roundup.
3.
An enclosure for keeping cattle that have been rounded up.

[Spanish, corral, rodeo, from rodear, to surround, from rueda, wheel, from Latin rota.]


Saddle up cowgirls and join the rodeo.  Whether it’s today or one hundred years ago, for some the call of the rodeo arena is undeniable.  Cowgirls entered the rodeo for the same reasons that motivated the men: for the excitement, the competition, and for the money.  Early rodeos did not have special events for women, cowgirls demanded to compete against the cowboys.  


Annie Shaffer is believed to have been the first cowgirl competitor, riding a bucking horse in a Fort Smith, Arkansas rodeo in 1896.  But Bertha Kalpernik Blanchett is widely recognized as the first female bronc rider at the Cheyenne Frontier Days in 1904.  She brought the roaring crowd to their feet.  She is known as rodeo history’s first cowgirl bronc rider.  It was in 1914 that Bertha came within 12 points of winning the all-around championship of the Pendelton Round Up.  As far as the cowboys were concerned, it was to close for comfort, so the rules were changed separating women into their own category.


In the 1920’s rodeos featured three cowgirl events: ladies bronc riding, trick riding, and a cowgirl relay race.  Some rodeos also offered bull riding, bulldogging and Roman racing.  Championships were based on points, but the contestants made money when they won.


In the bucking event, rodeos usually had two strings of horses: the showier broncs for the cowgirls and the more cantankerous ones for the cowboys, but in reality the cowgirls rode their share of tough animals.  Cowgirls were required to stay on for six seconds and could ride with two reins, unlike the cowboys, who had to ride one-handed for eight* seconds.  Women were also invited to ride with their stirrups tied together (hobbled), a misleading advantage given the danger of this type of restraint.  Women died when they couldn’t pull their feet free when they fell from a bucking animal.  Riding “slick” meant the cowgirl did not have the stirrups hobbled under the horses belly.  They earned more points when riding “slick.”

Trick/fancy riding was a competition event among the women.  At a full gallop, they performed stunts such as standing, dragging, vaulting, or passing under the horse’s belly.  The cowgirls were judged on originality, gracefulness, and skill, as well as on the difficulty of the stunt.  Fiercely competitive, they were always trying to out do each other.

  
Relay racing was another popular cowgirl event.  Each cowgirl had three horses, each of which would circle the track once.  The evolution of the relay race eventually eliminated the requirement for the cowgirls to re-saddle each horse in their string.  With this action eliminated, in 1923 Vera McGuinnis literally invented the flying change during the race, that of actually jumping from one horse to another without hitting the ground.  One cowgirl rode her horse one hundred miles to compete in a relay race at Cheyenne.  She arrived just in time to register.  She placed second and remarked, “I’d have won if I hadn’t had to ride that hundred miles to get here.”


These hardy women followed rodeos and Wild West shows from Oregon to China.  They created their own wardrobes, packed their own gear and paid their own way. Whether it was living in a rain and mud sodden tent in China or sneaking on board the horse car of a train in the middle of the night to save money by snuggling down with the saddles and hay, those amazing women of the turn of the century rodeo were undaunted by discomfort and ridicule.  Through tenacity they managed to wrangle themselves a place in rodeo history.
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