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			Foreword

			For centuries different cultures have relied on songs and stories for entertainment and to pass down history and traditions. In the mid-1800s, during the epic cattle drives through the wide open spaces of the American West, cowboys occupied long, lonely hours in the saddle and nights watching cattle or sitting by the campfire by composing stories to share. Some of these tales were shaped in verse or lyrical form, with rhyme and meter that made them easy to remember so they could be retold and even put to a galloping melody. 

			The cowboys were primarily former Civil War soldiers and emigrants. Though the poems and songs were often bleak and starkly realistic, conveying the perils and hardships of the cowboys’ work, they often contained colorful words from different languages that had worked their way into contemporary cowboy lingo. The lyrics were set to old folk ballads from the Old World. They told of harsh weather conditions, lonesomeness, wild broncs, and stampedes. They were written by cowboys for cowboys, and in their own language. By the turn of the late 1800s and early 1900s, cowboy poetry and Western music had become oral traditions and viable genres in print and recording. 

			As fences created a checkerboard on the range and large, privately owned ranches were established, cowboy poetry made its way into livestock journals and published collections of poetry, and the themes changed to fit a new age of the cattle industry. The poems left much to the imagination of readers, and soon the Western lifestyle was being romanticized by Hollywood actors in film and on radio broadcasts. Dashingly handsome and witty, riding a polished horse with silver-adorned saddle, the cowboy developed a heroic image that personified the freedom and spirit of the West. It was not an authentic portrayal of the original cowboys, who were considered poor, uneducated, second-class citizens. Silver screen cowboys usually had a sidekick and, in the case of Roy Rogers, it was his equally idyllic cowgirl, Dale Evans. 

			Though women played a role in settling and shaping the image of the West, their primary role was seen as fulfilling domestic duties such as birthing and raising children, tending the home, and stitching a family together. The writings of early Western women were omitted from traditional cowboy collections, though they were just as valid and authentic. 

			The rise of organized cowboy poetry gatherings, starting in the 1980s, gave the voices of Western women a place to be heard. Today, women play a significant role in chronicling the contemporary West through poetry and song, enriching cowboy culture with their feminine perspectives on such topics as faith, family, horses, cowboys, cattle, and the land. Using these vehicles as their springboards, their work evokes sensitivity and sentimentality, yet inspires readers with the same grit, tenacity, and independent spirit that has made cowboy poetry so popular. 

			She Speaks to Me: Western Women’s View of the West Through Poetry and Song is an anthology of poetry and song lyrics written by contemporary women who not only appreciate ranch life and the West, but also live and breathe it in their daily lives. Many women are doing the work of men on family ranches. There is no “he or she” or “his or her work.” It is all work that needs to be done by whomever can do it, and the men depend greatly on the wives/mothers/sisters/daughters in the family. These salt-of-the-earth women have earned every scar, wrinkle, callus, and laugh line on their skin, and have stories to go with them. They are all dedicated to riding for the brand. They know how to stretch a dollar, cook a meal of comfort food that fills up a large crew, patch well-worn shirts and jeans, heal a scrape with a kiss, and juggle responsibilities to which women of all walks of life can relate. In between, they find quiet moments to observe and appreciate the simple things, like the colors of a sunrise or the sound of jingling spurs and horses hooves, and to find humor in mundane chores like doing laundry and milking cows, and many of them write it down in the form of a poem or a song lyric. 

			Editor Jill Charlotte Stanford shares the cowgirl spirit of these women, and a special kinship with them that gave her a rare ability to round up thirty of the best poets and singer-songwriters and compile their most poignant works into a lively volume that will leave readers laughing, wiping tears, shaking their heads in amazement, and sometimes nodding in agreement. Short biographies on each wordsmith, complemented by dynamic photographs by Robin L. Green, offer insight into the lives and personalities of each woman. 

			—Jennifer Denison, senior editor, Western Horseman

			
				
					[image: frame-1]
				

			

		

	
		
			Prologue

			“The true poem rests between the words.”

			—Author unknown

			The first poetry written and recited by a cowgirl I ever heard was in Burns, Oregon, in 2010. The poet was Jessica Hedges. She stood up in front of the audience—many of them ranchers and their families—wearing her trademark “flat hat” of a buckaroo, boots, and jeans. She began reciting a poem she had written about waiting for her buckaroo husband to return home. He had ridden out to check on some pregnant cows. It was getting late and getting dark. She was worried. She was waiting to hear the bell on his cinch, signaling his return. As she spoke, I could feel her fear, hear her concern out there on the high desert, alone in the house save for a sleeping baby boy, and miles from the nearest neighbor. I was hardly aware that she was speaking in rhyme. Her hands described things in the air. Often, she would pause and listen for that bell. Heck, we were all listening for that bell, which she finally heard. It ended well: Her buckaroo was home safe. But, for a moment . . . I was there with her, in that room, listening, worried . . .

			It takes a certain amount of courage, grit, and gumption to not only compose a poem, but also to write it down, and then to stand up in front of total strangers and recite what, until that moment, had been your own personal view of your life and the hardships, joys, and triumphs it holds. The poetry written by the women of the West, who spend their days on horseback or on a tractor, tending children, riding herd on cattle, helping with the harvest, enduring bone-chilling cold and searing summer heat, raising an orphan calf, foal, lamb, or puppy in the kitchen, doctoring sick or injured animals (and that includes the humans too), cooking three meals a day, often out in the middle of nowhere in a house that loses its tentative connection to electricity and the outside world fairly often, offers a special glimpse into the lives that inspire that grit and gumption, and the moments of uncertainty that punctuate them.

			That night in Burns, another young cowgirl recited a poem she had written about life with her family, dogs, horses, and cattle on a ranch outside of town. Randi Johnson spoke with humor and insight, and again, I was transfixed by the trueness of the words I was hearing. It was like music, carrying us along with cadence and meter, punctuated now and then by a line that made the audience chuckle. They knew what she was talking about. Her poetry reached them. It was true. She “spoke” to them. I never forgot that evening.

			Not long after, I was poking around in a used bookstore and came across a small volume titled Voices from the Range by Rhoda Sivell. A picture of a bucking bronco with a cowboy losing his hat but “sticking with it” got my money out of my wallet, and I took the book home. It is a charming collection of the author’s “cowboy” poetry, published in Toronto, Canada, in 1912. Rhoda Cosgrave Sivell (1874-1962) was an Irish émigré who, with her husband, ranched near Medicine Hat, Alberta.

			Just imagine what life out on the Canadian prairie was like! Cold in the winter, winds that never stopped howling around the cabin, no near neighbors, and always, the day-to-day work of ranching. The fact that Rhoda found the time to sit down with a pencil and paper, with only an oil lamp to see by, and write her poems makes this collection very precious to me. 

			The opening lines of her poem “The Hard Winter” speaks volumes:

			 

			We knew we were up against it,

			For the snow on the hills lay deep:

			It drifted into the coulees,

			And most of the drifts ten feet.

			(Ten feet!)

			 

			Say that stanza aloud and you will “hear” a true poet, a woman who put into words what life out there on the bleak landscape was like in the depths of winter.

			For me, one discovery like this seemed to lead to another, and I was entranced by the variety of voices I came across, especially when I asked other cowgirls and Western women around me who their favorite poets were. Caprice Madison, a cowgirl who spends the summer/fall season working for an outfitter in the wilderness of Colorado with her husband, Sam, himself a bronc rider, shared her favorite with me. The legendary cowgirl/outlaw Belle Starr is credited with having written this poem:

			 

			Bucking Bronco 

			My love is a rider, wild broncos he breaks,

			Though he’s promised to quit it, just for my sake.

			He ties up one foot, the saddle puts on,

			With a swing and a jump he is mounted and gone.

			The first time I met him, ’twas early one spring,

			Riding a Bronco, a high-headed thing. 

			He tipped me a wink as he gaily did go,

			For he wished me to look at his Bucking Bronco.

			The next time I saw him, ’twas late in the fall,

			Swinging the girls at the Tomlinson’s ball:

			He laughed and he talked as we danced to and fro,

			Promised never to ride on another bronco.

			He made me presents, among them a ring;

			The return that I made him was a far better thing;

			’Twas a young maiden’s heart, I’d have you all know

			He’d won it by riding his Bucking Bronco.

			Now all you young maidens, where’er you reside,

			Beware of the cowboy who swings the rawhide,

			He’ll court you and pet you and leave you and go

			In the spring up the trail on his Bucking Bronco.

			 

			I asked more of my cowgirl and ranching friends to tell me who their favorite cowgirl poet or songwriter was—whose poetry “speaks to them” while they are out on the John Deere, or on horseback, or stirring a pot of stew at the stove. Every one of them had a favorite. The poets, like the listeners and readers, live the same life and share the same passion for the West. 

			In this collection are the poems of cowgirl poets who are regulars at the numerous state, local, and national cowboy poetry gatherings that happen throughout the year. There are a few songwriters as well—after all, their songs are simply poetry set to music. Some of the poets have never been published and were shy about being included, but the true poet is always, just under the surface, eager to have her voice heard. Why else would she go to the trouble? The poets and songwriters featured here were quick to respond to the invitation to be included. In true Western fashion, they saddled their fast ponies and galloped in with their poetry and lyrics for your enjoyment. 

			Gifted photographer Robin L. Green chose the captivating photographs to accompany these lovely verses and songs. She captures the stark, lush, brutal, gentle, and ever-changing Western landscape and the creatures that inhabit it (including intrepid humans) in all sorts of weather—harsh or gentle—like no other.

			Virginia Bennett, a noted poet and to whom this book is dedicated, wrote to me, “So, I’m imagining readers come in all shapes and sizes and you are corralling all shapes and sizes of poetry, not ‘one size fits all.’ I think that should be met with positive reactions, don’t you?” I certainly hope so, Virginia! Virginia and numerous other cowgirls pointed me in the direction of their favorite poets, and some of those cowgirls’ words are featured here, as well. 

			This book has been, for me, something of a gift. Not only was I blessed to read and “hear” this wonderfully crafted verse about a place and a lifestyle I cherish—the West—but I also made the acquaintance of the talented, generous, and giving women who wrote the words you are about to experience. Many of them I count as good friends now. I am completely in awe of them.

			So, “sit back, drop the reins,” as Joni Harms writes, and “listen” to the words of the true Western experience. 

			—Jill Charlotte Stanford

		

	
		
			Amy Hale Auker

			Prescott, Arizona

			Amy Hale Auker cowboys on a ranch in the Santa Maria Mountains of Arizona with her husband, Gail Steiger. I know she carries a small notebook in the pocket of her work shirt so she can catch the moments as they fly by.

			Amy is the author of Rightful Place, the 2012 WILLA winner for creative nonfiction, as well as two novels, Winter of Beauty and The Story Is the Thing. She likes to guide her readers to, as she puts it, “a place where the bats fly, lizards do push-ups on the rocks, and bears leave barefoot prints in the dirt. Where hummingbirds do rain dances in August, spiders weave for their food, and poetry is in the chrysalis and the cocoon.” Amy tells stories about the real world where things grow up out of the ground, where the miracle of life happens over and over and over again, where people can—and do—survive without malls or Arby’s.
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			Teach Me to See

			Born blind,

			and didn’t even know it.

			Thought I could, thought I was,

			missed not only the minutiae

			but the broad vistas.

			I missed the unveiling, the lifting of scales.

			I am learning, but slowly. 

			Teach me to see.

			 

			Teach me to see that

			In the chrysalis, the caterpillar.

			In the nymph, the dragonfly.

			At the edge of the web, the spider.

			Dark sky wings transition at dusk

			when the swallow becomes the bat.

			Painted canvas hills cradle

			creeks, clear with amoeba and skaters.

			I see the pinch bug carrying her eggs

			until the waterfall wins without trying.

			I see the shed skin of a snake

			lining the nest of a bird, 

			lifted from ground, introduced to sky.

			 

			Teach me to see 

			Beyond my nation,

			Beyond my appetite. 

			More than tracks in the dust,

			to see the barefoot bear foot.

			To see past the words

			or agendas

			or ones and zeros

			or ancient Jungian bleed.

			 

			I see the shadow of his daddy’s hands

			in his newborn fist.

			I see the bruised eyes of love 

			wrecked on the reef of self,

			the closed criticized child,

			the laundry list of needing more,

			the confusion of colossal change.

			 

			Amongst the boulders and the trees

			I begin to see.

			Simply. And that is to be.

			Teach me to see.

			 

			Things Worth Writing a Poem About

			It’s the cowboy riding two hours 

			to the top of Elbow Spring,

			for that last little group of cows,

			but turning, he rides home again, 

			leaving them behind,

			while in juniper shade

			the goat-horned heifer

			licks her first calf.

			He’ll come back when the time is right.

			 

			It’s yellow toadstools two days after the rain,

			and rock echeveria when it blooms.

			 

			It’s this phone call:

			Mr. Clark? It’s Travis.

			About tomorrow . . .

			Oh, she’s fine. Biggr’n a house, but we have two weeks yet.

			No, sir, I don’t need to stay home,

			it’s just that when I went to hook up my trailer tonight,

			well, see, there’s a bird nest in the nose,

			and I’d just pull it out, but the eggs have already hatched,

			and well, I was just wondering, 

			could I maybe borrow a horse?

			 

			It’s riding so long 

			you aren’t hungry anymore,

			hearing a zone tail above the branding pen,

			a fox’s mating call at dawn,

			a bull screaming for girls in the night.

			 

			It’s the boss who hangs up the phone, 

			smiling,

			knowing he made the right choice

			when he hired that kid.

			 

			It’s my Papa,

			at ninety, 

			holding a great-grandson on his knee,

			after bath time,

			running life-scarred hands over 

			tender toddler skin,

			looking up at his granddaughter to say,

			“My, he has good hide.”

			 

			It’s knowing

			where the bull snake lives

			and that the cows know better than I do how to get down off this slope.

			 

			It’s knowing that the bat has sex in the fall,

			but doesn’t get pregnant ’til spring,

			when the time is right.
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			His Time of Day

			The old cow moves and stretches her bones

			from her place in the cedar shade.

			She calls to her calf, drawing him close, 

			teaching him to not be afraid.

			 

			The man and his horse have just arrived

			with his smells and his sounds, his woo.

			She sniffs the wind for the hint of hay. 

			He is making a pasture move.

			 

			The red cow turns, walks up the dim trail

			with four more of her closest friends.

			Their calves are all about the same age

			and possibly distantly kin.

			 

			Years past her ears would have dripped with dogs

			and his horse would have foamed with sweat.

			Today they walk in a quiet line,

			to join more on the salt ground, he bets.

			 

			He values now drives gentle and slow. 

			The man has been changing his ways.

			Autumn begins informing his song,

			commencing his legacy phase.

			 

			Soon he’ll turn this place over and be

			accountable for what he’s done.

			He wants to leave the land bountiful,

			with things growing and creeks that run.

			 

			The old cow ambles sagely and wise,

			her steer trotting close by her side.

			She’ll bawl three days when he goes away;

			in her belly, a new one rides. 

			 

			A slight soft smile creases his face

			as the water lot gate grows near.

			That red broad with wide horns, damn she’s old. 

			For sure he should ship her this year.

			 

			But she keeps on bringing ’em to him, 

			healthy calves, fat, shiny and slick.

			He always finds her in those rough parts

			where the best feed is strong and thick.

			 

			She leads her group in, every time, 

			without hint of struggle or chase. 

			Now at the tank, she bawls his way, 

			with water dripping from her face.

			 

			He closes the wire gate as he thinks;

			does a quick tally in his mind.

			He has shipped several old cows this fall,

			and now there’s room to keep her kind.

			 

			She’ll show the young ones how best to move 

			in boulders piled high on this place,

			and what to eat when it is not so good,

			and where the hidden water stays.

			 

			Gentle and calm, but knows how to fight

			with horns sharp and slinging snot.

			The scent of coyote, lion or bear

			draws memories of past battles fought.

			 

			But kind eyes rest between those wide horns,

			that are wrinkled and grooved now thin.

			He tosses out flakes of bright green hay, 

			as she brings her big steer on in.

			 

			Shaky truth he was fed in youth. 

			The country makes them wild, you know.

			Thick brush and rocks and steep canyon walls

			are not like those flats down below.

			 

			That way of thinking has now grown old.

			He’s had years to look at it close.

			When cows run off or the creek bank’s bare,

			he examines his own self most.

			 

			And so he stands and watches these girls

			as they chew their way through the hay.

			Throws out one more fragrant bale because 

			he can, and it’s his time of day.
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