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PRAISE FOR DAUGHTERS OF DARING



“Chris Enss has done it again. For years and with many, many books, she has brought us wonderful stories and insights about the women of the West. These heroines of calico helped shape, define, and build the frontier. Now we step into the early days of filmdom with strong, independent women who helped create the magic of the movies. The weaker sex? Not in a heartbeat. These women mastered feats far beyond those of mortal men. An exciting book about women with an iron will, determination, and skill, Daughters of Daring belongs in every western lover’s library.”


—Peter Sherayko, actor, producer, author





“Chris Enss shines a much-needed spotlight on the unsung heroines of cinema history: the early stunt women. These daring ladies of the silver screen risked their lives without any publicity—until now. Enss carefully explains how they accomplished their stunts long before the use of wires or computer effects. Daughters of Daring is lovingly dedicated to these ladies.”


—Michael F. Blake, Emmy Award–winning makeup artist and film historian





“Once again, Enss has unearthed hidden cinema secrets. In Daughters of Daring, she tells the remarkable story of women who, from the dawn of movies, risked their lives—mostly in secret. Finally, their names are shared and their incredible achievements are told. No one does it better.”


—Rob Word, producer and host, A Word on Westerns





“Writing books about show business is truly difficult. The research is enormous, and you have to find a topic that hasn’t been done to death. What Enss has accomplished with Daughters of Daring is remarkable: She has honored the great (many of them unjustly unknown) stunt women of the first movies ever made. Tracing their histories from Wild West Shows to the earliest silent films and beyond, Enss shines a much-deserved light on the great careers of expert sharpshooter May Lillie and serial queen Ruth Roland and even includes the tragic end of actress Mary Wiggins, among many others.


“These were the ladies who could ride, shoot, and rodeo without fear, and they have been unfairly ignored for more than a hundred years—until now.


“The daughters of daring were entertaining audiences when show business traveled in tents from town to town and then found themselves in the new medium of the movies. Enss’s amazingly researched and highly readable record of their lives brings them the attention and applause they’ve so richly deserved for so long.”


—C. Courtney Joyner, award-winning author and screenwriter









DAUGHTERS OF DARING


HOLLYWOOD COWGIRL STUNT WOMEN


CHRIS ENSS


[image: frn_fig_002.png]


Essex, Connecticut








[image: frn_fig_003.png]


An imprint of The Globe Pequot Publishing Group, Inc.


64 South Main St.


Essex, CT 06426


www.GlobePequot.com


Copyright © 2026 by Chris Enss


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote passages in a review.


British Library Cataloguing in Publication Information available


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data available


ISBN 978-1-4930-8786-0 (cloth)


ISBN 978-1-4930-8787-7 (ebook)


[image: frn_fig_004.png] The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements of American National Standard for Information Sciences—Permanence of Paper for Printed Library Materials, ANSI/NISO Z39.48-1992.








Introduction

AN OUT-OF-CONTROL TEAM OF HORSES RACES PAST A TREMENDOUS vista of desert, framed against mountains and a massive sky with a glimmer of dawn on the horizon. The buckboard roped to the animals lurches and shakes violently. The lone passenger desperately struggles to hang onto a metal bar under the seat of the vehicle. Her grip loosens when the wheels of the buggy slam into a rock, and the wooden tongue hitch snaps, allowing the team to break free. The horses gallop away from the buckboard, now rushing toward a steep embankment. The passenger leaps out of the vehicle moments before it hurtles down the hill. There is a grinding crash as it smacks into the ground, turning over and over, finally coming to a halt on its side, a mass of tangled wreckage.


Moments after the buckboard is destroyed in the accident, an imposing cowboy in a white hat spurs his horse to the spot where the woman who escaped the wreckage lies on the ground, unconscious. He scoops the heroine up into his manly arms and brushes a few flecks of dust from her cheek. She smiles, opens her eyes, and their lips meet in a passionate kiss.


Few moviegoers watching the scene on the big screen in this fast-action Western, wondered how the beautiful heroine didn’t have so much as a misplaced hair as she lay in the hero’s arms. They took it for granted that it would simply happen that way.


That scene and nearly every other thrill the audience witnessed in early motion pictures where a lovely girl was in danger was made by one of Hollywood’s forgotten, fearless stunt women doubling for movie stars. She didn’t double for the star because the star lacked courage. She did it because, if she were maimed or killed, it would make little difference to the cost of the picture. If the star tried to wreck a buckboard and suffered even a split lip, the cost of delayed production would have amounted to thousands of dollars. Using a cowgirl stunt woman in Westerns was insurance for the studios. While beautiful movie stars were expensive, courageous lady equestrians were more common and well within the studio’s budget.


One of the first showmen to recognize the true value of talented and daring horsewomen was William F. Cody. Buffalo Bill Cody’s Wild West Show was a leading source of entertainment for more than thirty years. During that time of worldwide travel and countless presentations, a myriad of performers captured the hearts and imagination of fans everywhere. Among those popular entertainers were a number of bold, highly skilled women who were horseback riders. Cody went to great lengths to hire the finest, most adventurous lady riders to be part of his well-known show.


In January 1885, Buffalo Bill sent a talent scout to San Antonio, Texas. The goal was to recruit more than forty women in the area known as the “cattle girls.”The cattle girls lived in the hills between San Marco and San Antonio. Some of them were from the most respected families in the state; others from the least. Regardless of their backgrounds, they were known throughout the region as the finest riders in the West. Their leader was a statuesque brunette from Oklahoma with long black hair—legend had it that her hair cracked like a whip when she was riding. The women owned and operated a large ranch with more than five hundred head of cattle.


Cody’s scout ventured into the region to visit the cattle girls and invited them to join the Wild West Show. He explained how much in demand women with their skills were. He also told them how much they could earn performing. His offer was politely declined. The leader of the cattle girls doubted the scout’s claim, citing as her reason the fact that they’d been forced into the hills to run their own ranch because most people insisted women had no place in such a profession. “We can stick to a calf like a burro on a sheep’s tail, but I don’t believe anyone but us would ever be interested in seeing what we can do on the back of a horse,” the head of the cattle girls told the scout.


The popularity of riding stars in Cody’s show such as Della Ferrell, Lulu Parr, and Georgia Duffy proved that people were indeed interested
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Buffalo Bill Cody employed many cowgirls who inspired the first stunt women in silent films. DENVER PUBLIC LIBRARY S.TIF243




in what women could do on the back of a horse. They became even more accepted in 1904 when rodeo star Bertha Kaepernick became the first woman to ride a bucking horse at Cheyenne Frontier Days. By the time silent films were produced in Hollywood and Western movies were being made weekly, women who could ride a horse at breakneck speeds and leap over mountainous chasms were in high demand.


Among the earliest and most renowned cowgirls-turned-Western-stunt women were Nell Jones, Mabel Strickland, and May Boss. These women, and many other former cowgirls who worked on ranches, performed in Wild West Shows. They competed in rodeos and risked their lives daily as “insurance policies” for early film studios such as Monogram, Mack Sennett, and Republic Pictures.


Many cast as stunt women were fated to spend a considerable amount of their motion picture career accumulating a large variety of cuts and bruises. Even when they were granted a small speaking part, there was always a fall, a dive, or a wagon collision to go with it. Talented stunt women took backward, forward, headfirst, and feetfirst falls into water, ditches, and nets, over chairs and tables, from the tops of pianos, out of high windows, through trapdoors, and down haylofts. Some rode wild horses; worked with bears, goats, pigs, and cows; and chased donkeys and steers. They doubled for such luminaries as Joan Crawford, Barbara Stanwyck, and Jean Arthur.


A number of early Hollywood’s most capable stunt women perfected their riding techniques at the Miller Brothers 101 Ranch in Oklahoma. Like Buffalo Bill Cody, the ranching brothers Joseph, George Jr., and Zack had their own Wild West Show that made its debut in 1907. Among the popular 101 Ranch Wild West Show cowgirls-turned-stunt women were Goldie Griffith, Bessie Herberg, and Helen Gibson. Recognized by film historians as the first professional stunt woman, Gibson performed the stirrup drag for the camera—deliberately falling off her horse with a leg still in a stirrup so that her horse would gallop, dragging her across the ground. She also leaped from a pair of horses to a rope dangling from a bridge, which she would then use to swing onto a moving railroad engine.


Trained, brave stunt women specialized in certain stunts. Ione Reed and Aline Goodwin were both expert bareback riders who rode their
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horses off bridges and over automobiles. Mary Wiggins was a gifted high diver, but she accepted assignments of almost any stunt, including jumping from a moving train and then paddling a canoe down fierce rapids. In case of injury while doing a stunt, those plucky women were without sufficient insurance. In the early 1930s, California state law provided they receive $25 a week for the time they were unable to work. That was their only compensation.


“Every stuntman or woman I know is a fatalist,” stunt woman Betty Danko told newspaper reporters in 1936. “How could they go on with their work if they were not? If your number is up, that’s that and if it isn’t, you can walk away from even the most dangerous stunt with a grin. We people who take desperate chances to earn a living will never live in a Beverly Hills mansion or drive a Rolls Royce. There is no future worth thinking of ahead of us. The work is a terrible strain, both mentally and physically, and you must know your business if you are ever to hold your grandchildren on your knee.”


In 1938, equestrian stunt woman Frances Miles helped found the organization Riders and Stunt Girls of the Screen. The association’s purpose was twofold: to provide studios with a list of the best trained stunt women in the industry, and to make sure members of the organization were adequately provided for in case of injury, sickness, or hard times. As president of Riders and Stunt Girls of the Screen, Miles created a booklet for casting directors to refer to whenever they needed a daredevil. The booklet included the specialty stunts the ladies were known for, a photograph of the double, and their contact information. Whether it was crashing through a windowpane or wrestling with a mountain lion, producers knew Miles’s booklet would lead them to the right stunt woman for the job.


In the early days of the film business, stunting was the only strictly “piece work” field of wage-earning in the entire movie industry. Prices depended on the difficulties undertaken, so each stunt became a separate negotiation with the studio. The booklet Miles created featured a price list for various stunts. Ordinary riding was $11 a day, the same wage stock contract players received. Chases on horseback were listed at $16.50 per day. The minimum for a wagon crash was $50, $100 for a turnover, and $100 for being a standing target. Transfers from automobiles and trains varied from $50 to $230. General rough work, trick riding, riding bucking horses, and net falls were $35 per day. Handling wild animals was also $35 per day. High diving was $25 per day, but the price went up one dollar for every foot over 25 feet. Extremely high dives were paid per dive, and the price was negotiated.


In 1919, long before Frances Miles created the booklet and the stunt price list, trick and relay rider Vera McGinnis was earning a mere $8 for the stunts she performed in the romantic comedy Nobody Home. By 1938, thrill-seeking equestrian Alive Van Springsteen was one of the highest paid stunt women in the business. As the stunt double for Olivia de Havilland in the Adventures of Robin Hood and for Dale Evans in a handful of films with Roy Rogers, she earned between $45 and $60 per stunt.


The longevity of cowgirl stunt women varied. Polly Burson, known as the “premiere stunt woman in Hollywood,” remained in the business for more than three decades, retiring only when she felt it wasn’t safe for her to continue. Stunt doubles such as Betty Miles gave up the profession early to pursue a career as a teacher. After a couple of close calls, she believed teaching would be less hazardous than stunt work.


The danger and risk associated with the job enticed many cowgirls to become stunt women, but the reality of the work prompted many to consider leaving the trade. Aline Goodwin was an expert at horse stunts—riding, jumping, falling from horses, etcetera. She enjoyed the work but often suffered injuries that took months to heal. While filming a Western series in 1930, she suffered three fractured vertebrae when the horse she was riding ran her into a tree. “I was lucky,” Goodwin recalled sometime after the incident. “I never knew I was hurt. Twenty-five specialists told me it was a miracle I could walk, and that I’d probably soon not be able to do so. They said I’d be paralyzed.”


Betty Danko was performing with a cougar when the stunt went wrong. The animal grabbed her leg with his front paws and sank its claws deep into her flesh. He then clamped down with his jaws and stared to chew. “The pain was incredible,” Danko shared with the press. “Each bite was torture. I wanted to pass out, but I couldn’t.”


The cougar managed to bite her thirteen times before the animal’s trainer was able to pull him away from Danko. The bites were extremely deep, and doctors told her the scars would never disappear. “I have fallen into lakes, poles, over chairs and tables, down laundry chutes and stairs,” she said. “I have fallen over backwards from a height of 25 feet into 32 inches of water and into a pool fully clothed, though I can barely swim. I’ve been yanked around on wire, had pies and knives thrown at me, have lain amid flames and gasoline—all for the sake of art and a paycheck.”


The highest price paid for a dangerous stunt performed by a woman in the early 1930s was $50. Long before Aline Goodwin needed surgery to repair her fractured vertebrae, she stood in for actress Jean Parker in the film Have a Heart. The stunt Goodwin performed involved falling out of a window backward. It required fifteen takes before the director was satisfied with the result.


Unlike leading actresses of the day, most cowgirl stunt women were not going to amass a fortune for their work or receive awards for their perilous feats. Their contributions to the early film industry are obscured in the shadows cast by the studio lights that illuminate the stars. Their solace was the knowledge that Hollywood couldn’t have gotten along without them.



[image: fig_8_1.jpg]
Pioneer stunt woman Helen Gibson performs a daring feat in one of the first episodes of the silent film series The Hazards of Helen. AUTHOR’S COLLECTION
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BEFORE THE CAMERAS

WHEN THE SUPERINTENDENT OF THE CENSUS ROBERT P. PORTER PUBlished the department’s annual report in 1890, he announced that the Wild West no longer existed. According to Porter, the country beyond the Mississippi River had been so widely populated there was no longer a clear distinction between frontier and settlement.1

At about the same time, and despite (or perhaps because of) the remarkable and ongoing innovation of the Industrial Revolutions, Americans grew intensely nostalgic for the Old West and its heroes. Writers churned out dime novels about cowboys and Indians, outlaws and quick-draw marshals, vast herds of bison, and intrepid scouts and frontiersmen. Other entrepreneurs recognized a mass market hungry for grander, more exciting, and more authentic portrayals of the West. So began the era of the Wild West Shows.

The first indication that the public in the East was interested in legendary characters who inhabited the rugged West came about in July 1843. The occasion was the dedication of the Bunker Hill Monument in Boston, Massachusetts. The organizers of the celebration arranged for a herd of buffalo to be exhibited, along with a mounted cavalry unit and members of the Pequot and Wampanoag Indian tribes. Thousands of people congregated at the event and were mesmerized by the display. The interest in the buffalo wasn’t lost on businessman, showman, and New England politician P. T. Barnum. Barnum purchased the herd and hosted what he called A Grand Buffalo Hunt in Hoboken, New Jersey two months later.2
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Crowds flocked to the grounds where the so-called “hunt” was to be held. Interested participants were provided with a rope to lasso the buffalo of their choice; that was Barnum’s version of a hunt. The expert roper and rider he’d hired to show the multitudes how it was done, and the band that entertained between animal roping, were well received. The enthusiastic response demonstrated to the businessman that audiences were fascinated by the Wild West. And, if they weren’t able to travel there themselves, they were willing to pay to experience the West if it came to them.3

Seventeen years would pass before P. T. Barnum officially launched his first traveling Western program. Other businessmen entered the trade, but it wasn’t perfected until William S. Cody established the Buffalo Bill Wild West Show in May 1883. By including hundreds of Indians in his program atop magnificent horses, cowboys, scouts, stagecoaches, the United States Cavalry, and a mounted concert band, he helped further impress upon the American imagination the great, romantic legend of the West.4

Offering a new form of entertainment, the era of the Wild West Shows fed the appetite of audiences longing to immerse themselves in a frontier setting. People of all ages swarmed fairgrounds and vacant lots where elaborate programs were held to witness animals, bronc busters, sharpshooters, and reenactments of historic events, such as the Battle of the Little Bighorn and the Mountain Meadow Massacre. Some performers from various shows, such as Adam Forepaugh’s New and Great All Feature Show and Wild West Combination, the Sells Floto Circus, Texas Jack’s Great Wild West, and Pawnee Bill’s Historic Wild West became celebrities. Dr. W. F. Carver, the Champion Shot of the World, the Cherokee Kid (better known as Will Rogers), and trick roper Mexican Joe were fan favorites.5

Among the thrill-seeking women who captured the hearts of those who attended the action-packed programs were Senorita Rosalie, Kitsipimi, Plenty Shawls, and Mamie Francis. Senorita Rosalie was the Mexican star of the Wild West Shows. She was a stunning, black-haired woman who had achieved fame as a trick rider. She would jump over barricades and ride holding the reins in her mouth while standing on the back of her horse. With her feet firmly placed on the ground, she spurred her horse on and jumped on its back. While the animal was in full gallop, she would fling her body in and out of the saddle and dangle precariously off the sides of the horse. Rosalie could even lie down in the saddle and retrieve items left on the arena floor.6
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Pawnee Bill’s Historic Wild West advertisement promoting the Beautiful Daring Western Girls and Mexican Señoritas. LIBRARY OF CONGRESS



Kitsipimi Otunna, a Sacree Indian from Alberta, Canada, portrayed either a devastated Indian maiden whose husband had been killed in battle or a gracious Indian interpreter who helped Cody communicate with the braves. As with the other Native Americans in the show, Kitsipimi played her part in and out of the arena. Dressed in her traditional apparel, she greeted patrons at the show’s opening and closing.7

Kitsipimi wasn’t the only standout female Indian performer with Cody’s program. A Sioux Indian known as Plenty Shawls was front and center as well. She was an expert rider and served as one of the participants in the program’s re-creation of the famed Ghost Dance ritual.8

Mamie Francis and her horse Babe were part of California Frank Hafley’s Wild West Show as a diving equestrian act. In the summer of May 1908, Mamie and Babe could be seen perched on a wooden platform thirty feet in the air above Coney Island, New York, looking down at the audience in the grandstands. Directly below the platform was a forty-foot tank filled to overflowing with water.9

Mamie gently urged Babe to the edge of the platform. Both stood like a statue surveying the landscape before them. After receiving the signal, Mamie coaxed Babe forward. The horse pushed away from the boards and lunged outward into space. Moments later, horse and rider entered the water in the tank with a tremendous splash. When they rose to the surface, the audience erupted in applause. Mamie patted Babe’s neck as the horse carried her up the ramp and out of the tank.

When Mamie stopped horse diving in 1914, she turned her attention to sharpshooting, trick riding, and training horses to compete in dressage events.10
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Miss Mamie Francis atop her horse, Napoleon. AUTHOR’S COLLECTION




When (male competitors in a shooting competition) saw me coming along they laughed at the notion of my shooting against them…. It kind of galled me to see those hulking chaps so tickled in what was no doubt to them an impertinence in daring to shoot against them—and I reckon I was tickled too when I walked away with the prize.

—ANNIE OAKLEY



Annie Oakley was the greatest personality developed by the Wild West Show. She inspired many young women to break with tradition and enter fields of endeavor reserved primarily for men. In 1885, she rushed into the Wild West Show arena in Louisville, Kentucky, riding a brown and white pony. As she spurred her ride around a straw barrier at a high lope, Annie waved and blew kisses at the excited audience. The cowboy just ahead of her waited until she slowed down her ride down and then began tossing glass balls into the air. She raised her rifle to her shoulders and aimed. The balls exploded as she shot them, one by one.11

Putting her gun away for the moment, she quickly dismounted and raced over to a table at the far end of the grounds. Another cowboy juggling glass balls was waiting for her. Annie jumped over the gun table and scooped up a weapon just as the cowboy tossed up four balls. Two balls were obliterated. She picked up another gun. Those two balls blew apart. The timid women in the audience who screamed with fright at the initial sound of the loud firearms broke into enthusiastic rounds of applause.

Annie bowed to the delighted crowd, searching the table for the prop she used in her most famous stunt, the Mirror Trick. Using a knife blade for a mirror, Annie pointed her gun over her shoulder. Frank Butler, Annie’s husband, stood behind her in the distance, holding up an ace of spades. After sighting the card in the knife blade, she squeezed the trigger. The gun barked. A hole appeared where the spade had been, dead center in the card.

The crowd burst into cheers. Annie smiled, swung onto her horse, and hurried out of the arena. As she rode past Buffalo Bill Cody, he shouted, “Sharp shooting, Missy!”12

The Sioux Indian chief Sitting Bull greeted the five-foot-tall performer backstage. Impressed with her skill and aim, the warrior proudly called her “Little Sure Shot.” Sitting Bull believed Annie Oakley to be possessed by the Good Spirit.
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Annie Oakley’s famous rifle shot. LIBRARY OF CONGRESS



“No one can hurt her,” he told friends. “Only one who was supernaturally blessed could be such a dead shot.”

Throughout the 1880s and 1890s, Annie Oakley was the biggest box-office attraction in Cody’s show. Most historians consider her the first female star of the Wild West. She earned more than $1,000 per week, second only in pay to Buffalo Bill himself. Cody’s press agent, Dexter Fellows, boasted that Annie was “the consummate actress, with a personality that made itself felt as soon as she entered the arena.”13

Annie Oakley was born Annie Moses on August 13, 1860, in Darke County, Ohio. Her father’s untimely death when she was still a child forced Annie to find work to help support her mother and her brothers and sisters.14

Annie learned to hunt with a rifle when she was eight and used her natural sharpshooting ability to provide food for their evening meals. She became such a good shot that she was hired by a merchant to supply his store with fresh game. By the time Annie turned nine, she was a major provider for her family.15

A shooting match between Annie and Western showman Frank Butler in 1875 forever changed her life. The challenge was for each marksman to shoot twenty-five clay pigeons. Frank hit twenty-four of the twenty-five targets. Annie hit them all.

Frank was so taken by the young woman’s expertise and femininity that he invited her to see him perform in one of his Western programs. She was impressed with his kindness and proficiency with a weapon. After a short time, their mutual fondness and admiration blossomed into love. They were married on June 22, 1876. Frank was twenty-nine and Annie was fifteen.16

Frank and Annie took their shooting know-how on the road, giving exhibitions at theaters across the country. By this time, Annie had changed her name to Oakley. She decided on that name because she’d liked the sound of it ever since her sister told her of the Ohio district with the same handle.17

Butler and Oakley were well received wherever they performed. People were not only amazed by the teenager’s shooting, they admired the pluck of a girl who could hold a coin steady until it was shot from her fingers. By December 1884, Frank and Annie had become the top shooting act in the country.18

Buffalo Bill Cody hired the popular duo to join his Wild West cast in 1885. Their first appearance with Cody was in Louisville, Kentucky. Annie was working more as a solo act at this point, and Frank was her assistant. Frank judged that audiences preferred the novelty of a woman shooter to a husband-and-wife team. He decided to limit his role to be that of Annie’s promotion manager and talent coach. The glowing reception Annie received from the more than seventeen thousand people at the program opening night proved Frank’s judgment was right.19

Billed as the Peerless Wing and Rifle Shot, Annie Oakley nightly packed the house with her trick riding and shooting. Cody called Annie “the single greatest asset the Wild West Show ever had.”20

Annie was as popular in England as she was in the United States. Throughout her London engagement, her tent was filled with flowers and gifts from admirers.21

Letters poured in from people everywhere who marveled at her showstopping stunts. One such stunt featured Annie riding while standing up on the back of her horse and shooting at targets set up around the arena. Fans wrote asking for those targets and for signed photographs of the sharpshooter in action. As a courtesy to her devotees, she supplied them with a short list of facts about herself.22


Answers to Ten Questions I Am Asked Every Day


	I was born in Woodland, Ohio.

	I learned to shoot in the field.

	I do not think I inherited my love of firearms from my parents, for they were Quakers, and were very much opposed to my using such weapons.

	Having traveled in fourteen countries, and having hunted in almost all of them, I have shot nearly all kinds of game.

	While I love to shoot in the field, I care very little for exhibition shooting and only do it as a matter of business.

	I never use the word “champion” in connection with my name and always request my friends not to address me as such.

	
My guns weigh about six pounds each and are of many different makes. There is no such thing as the best gun maker. The best gun is the gun that best fits the shooter.


	I use pistols, rifles, and shotguns. I do not believe in using cheap guns. To me, the use of a cheap gun is like driving a Star Pointer with a clothesline—you never know when the line is going to give way.

	I like pigeon shooting when the birds are first-class flyers, but I am very much opposed to shooting pigeons from the trap during the three summer months.

	
I use 39 grains of Schultze Smokeless Powder and one ounce of shot, loaded in the U. M. C. Smokeless shells. I don’t say that this is the only load, but it is good enough for me.23




After seventeen seasons with Buffalo Bill’s Wild West Show, Annie retired from the program in 1902. Injuries she sustained in a train accident the previous year had caused trauma to her spine and made it too painful for her to continue riding.24

Annie and Frank settled in Greenville, Ohio, where for two decades they gave shooting lessons and provided short demonstrations of marks-manship to soldiers and rodeo folks. Annie lived to be sixty-six years old.25 Bold women like Annie Oakley who were arena entertainers from 1843 to 1904 paved the way for the cowgirls who would make the move from Wild West Show to silent films.









LUCILLE MULHALL


Little Miss Mulhall, who weighs only ninety pounds, can break a bronc, lasso, brand a steer and shoot a coyote at 500 yards. She can also play Chopin, quote Browning, and make mayonnaise.

—NEW YORK WORLD, JULY 7, 1900



A pair of large, mean steers charged out of the gate and raced onto the parade field. Seventeen-year-old Lucille Mulhall bolted after the beasts atop her trained horse, Governor. The beautiful blond with petite features and blue-gray eyes quickly tossed the lasso she was twirling and snagged one of the animals around its neck. The steer jerked to a stop as Governor planted his feet firmly on the ground. Lucille leapt at the steer with another rope and began to tie its feet together. In thirty seconds, she had completed the task, breaking the steer roping record at the rodeo grounds in Denison, Texas.1

On a hot September day in 1903, Lucille won the Grayson County Fair’s roping contest, beating out two of the county’s top cowboys in the process. She was awarded a gold pendant with a raised star in which a diamond was embedded. In the center of the pendant was a steer roping scene set in blue enamel. It was a prize she wore with pride for the rest of her career.2

Two years prior, Lucille Mulhall demonstrated her talent for the future president of the United States. She was fifteen when Vice President Theodore Roosevelt was in Oklahoma City in July 1909. He was in town to attend a reunion of the Rough Riders, a regiment of men who fought with him during the Spanish-American War. Lucille’s father, Colonel Zack
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Lucille Mulhall, the first cowgirl COURTESY OKLAHOMA HISTORICAL SOCIETY



Mulhall, owner of the expansive Mulhall Ranch and a traveling Wild West program, had arranged for the Rough Riders to see an exhibition of roping and riding by cast members from his Mulhall Wild West Show.

Among the performers was his teenage daughter. Lucille had been a favorite in the cowboy exhibition for two years. Her riding talent and skill with a lariat were the envy of women and a fair number of men, who had seen her work at fairgrounds and amphitheaters in the Mulhall Wild West Show. Newspapers noted she was a “remarkable girl for her age” with “wonderfully developed muscles and hands as hard as those of any cowpuncher.”3

More than twenty-five thousand people filled the stands where the Wild West show was held. After a brief introduction, Lucille rode Governor into the center of the arena. She then led her horse through a series of tricks she had taught him, including picking up the wooden handle of a dinner bell with his teeth and shaking his head to ring it; rearing on his hind legs and walking; falling to the ground and “playing dead”; and bowing to the audience.

At the conclusion of Governor’s act, Lucille retrieved the lariat hanging from his saddle and began spinning the rope. She twirled the lariat with ease, expanding the loop that was created with each rotation. When it was just the right size, she jumped in and out of the loop. Without missing a step, she twirled the lariat into a wider loop and swirled it out over the heads of the first few rows in the grandstand. Jerking the rope back to her, she shrunk the size of the loop while continuing to twirl it. Dropping it to her leg, she kicked the loop high, and it fell neatly over Governor’s neck.4

The crowd went wild, cheering and applauding. Vice President Roosevelt jumped to his feet, whistling and clapping. Lucille smiled, waved at the audience, and then leaped onto Governor’s back—and the horse took another bow. The pair raced from the arena as the crowd continued applauding. The vice president introduced himself to her after the performance and complimented her on her talent. “Not a Rough Rider here could have done better,” the politician told her.5

The young woman, recognized by historians as America’s first cow-girl, was born on October 21, 1885, in St. Louis, Missouri. Neither she nor her parents could say for certain when she began to ride, but all agreed she lived more or less on horseback “ever since she was a little baby.” Her mother, Agnes, was always quick to point out that, growing up, there wasn’t a horse of any kind Lucille wouldn’t attempt to ride. She had immense patience working with animals and, if she did encounter a horse that seemed too difficult at first, she could tame the mount quickly with a quirt and a lasso.6

In addition to possessing a gift with horses and learning how to ride and rope from her father, Lucille was also a talented pianist. From her mother, she learned to appreciate the poetry of Robert Browning. She would have preferred to limit her education to her horses and riding across the more than five thousand acres of the Mulhall ranch, but her mother insisted she attend school. Before being enrolled at the St. Joseph Academy in Guthrie, Oklahoma, Lucille attended a school at a convent in St. Louis, Missouri. Agnes had hoped her daughter would outgrow her desire to ride and stop spending all her free time practicing roping everything from a wolf to a steer. She dreamed her daughter would eventually choose ball gowns, cotillions, and midafternoon teas with girls who preferred more refined tasks. But Lucille couldn’t imagine herself anywhere except the wide-open range.7

Zack Mulhall encouraged his daughter’s love of ranch life. Lucille accompanied him during cattle branding. She rode astride after the stray, wild steers hurrying away from the branding iron. Her father often boasted that she was equal to any two cowboys on the ranch, both in the measure of her ability and usefulness. When riding around the homestead, Lucille carried a heavy pocketknife, a hammer and nails, and saddle tools. The hammer and nails were brought into use whenever she noticed a board loose in the fences about the ranch. She was so good at maintaining the property and corralling runaway calves that her father made her a lucrative business proposition. For every yearling calf she roped and brought in, she could brand the animal with her own initials to build her own herd. The system worked well for a time, but Lucille’s ambition increased with her skill, and her private herd kept pace with both. Zack rescinded the offer he’d made to his daughter after he returned from a short trip and learned that she’d roped and branded more than twenty of the finest and wildest steers on the ranch.8

Mulhall’s Congress of Rough Riders and Ropers premiered at the St. Louis Fair in 1899. In addition to the bronc riders, steer ropers, and cowboy band members who performed in the program, there was a nineteen-year-old man from Oologah, Oklahoma. His name was Will Rogers. Will, or Billie as the Mulhall family called him, was the son of Clem Rogers, a wealthy Cherokee rancher and politician and a friend of Lucille’s father.

Zack’s association with Clem wasn’t the only reason Will was invited to be part of the show. He was an exceptional trick and fancy roper and the winner of a highly competitive roping contest in Claremore, Oklahoma. Lucille was enamored by Will’s talent. The two became fast friends, and she watched him practice for hours, learning his technique. In time, Lucille incorporated everything Will had taught her about twirling a lasso into the act she performed in her father’s popular exhibition.9

In addition to entertaining the crowds that flocked to the Wild West shows with her trick and fancy roping routine, Lucille played the part of a bandit holding up a stagecoach with a group of other wild riders. She enjoyed the work but wanted desperately to participate in the steer roping event with the boys. She pleaded with her father to give her a chance, reminding him of the calves she lassoed on the ranch. Zack felt his daughter was too young for such a challenge. Lucille would have to wait two more years before she could rope steers for an audience.10

An article in the May 17, 1901, edition of the Pryor Creek Clipper reported that fifteen-year-old Lucille Mulhall was scheduled to “take part in the contest of roping steer” on May 24, in Memphis, Tennessee. Among the other contestants participating in the event were professional cowboys Dick Parris, Clem Musgrove, and Will Rogers. Lucille would be the only female to compete. Although she didn’t win any of the top prizes, she gave a respectable showing and proved to her father she could hold her own in the competition. Lucille rode and roped in other contests in Washington, D.C., and Des Moines, Iowa. Those events set the stage for her steer roping debut at the big carnival in El Paso, Texas.11

Promoters for the El Paso carnival were thrilled to announce that the “lady roper” had entered the roping contest. They anticipated Lucille’s presence would be a big draw. “She has roped at the leading events of this kind all over the country,” an article in the December 20, 1902, edition of the El Paso Herald noted, “and has never failed to make a hit or draw good crowds.”12

Lucille traveled to the carnival with her brother Charley and her father. Under the direction of Zack Mulhall, the Mulhall Cowboy Band was performing at the festivities, and Charley was going to take part in the bronc riding competition. After the trio settled into their hotel rooms, they took a tour of the rodeo grounds. Charley was taken aback by the fierce-looking steers selected for the event in which his sister was to take part. Lucille, however, was unfazed and looked forward to the challenge. Their father was more annoyed than worried about his daughter. Word had reached him that the oddsmakers were betting against Lucille; no one believed she could ride and throw a rope. Zack assured Lucille that he believed in her ability and was betting that the only woman competing in the steer roping event would finish on top.13

The day of the contest, Lucille waited patiently on top of her horse, Robin, near the chute at the arena. When her name was announced, she moved into place at the starting line and gave her ride a pat on the neck. When the chute opened, a steer bolted out of the stall. Lucille urged Robin away from the starting line, and he raced after the animal. Lucille quickly spun her lasso around and tossed it out. The loop dropped down over the steer’s horn, and the rope snapped in two. Charley watched from the sidelines and, acting quickly, leaned over the fence around the arena and held out a fresh lasso.

Lucille and Robin sped toward him, and Lucille grabbed the rope. As Robin hurried after the steer again, Lucille spun the lasso. In a flash, she flipped the loop over the steer’s horns and placed the slack under the animal’s right hip. The horse ran until the rope snapped tautly, then stopped and dug into the ground. The steer went down with a thud. Lucille jumped out of the saddle with the tie, roped in her hands. She dropped to her knees next to the steer, and, with a quick flip, she wrapped the “piggin” strings around three legs and then got to her feet with her hands in the air.14

The crowd cheered as the announcer proclaimed, “Lucille Mulhall, twenty-nine and a half seconds. Best time for the day!” The applause from the stands suddenly changed to shouts and screams. The spectators rushed toward the fence surrounding the arena, jumped over the barrier, and ran to Lucille. Before she knew what was happening, the crowd pushed and grabbed her, shouting that she was a man. The angry mob jerked at her blouse and pulled at her skirt in a frenzied attempt to find out if she was a woman. Lucille tried to break free from the crowd but was overwhelmed. Thankfully, her brother and father rode in on the scene with their horses, and the crowd parted. Charley grabbed his sister by the waist and hoisted her onto his mount, and the three hurried away.15

Newspapers from St. Louis to San Francisco reported on Lucille’s performance. They called her the “Female Conqueror of Beef and Horn” and “The Ranch Queen.” It was Will Rogers who gave her the name by which she would most be remembered. “Lucille was just a little kid when we began working together,” Rogers recalled in his memoirs. “She was riding and running her pony all over the place…. It was the direct start of what has since come to be known as the cowgirl.”16

Cowgirl Lucille Mulhall became a lead attraction in her father’s Wild West show. With Lucille as the star, Mulhall’s Congress of Rough Riders and Ropers was a rodeo in high demand. The group toured extensively through Colorado, Montana, Washington, and Texas. Billed as the “Champion Lady Rider and Roper of the World,” Lucille was continuously competing, winning gold medals, belt buckles, and trophies for steer roping and cutting horses.

She appreciated the attention she received as a woman competing in a man’s sport and was humble and gracious. Reporters often remarked on her lack of vanity. An April 19, 1903, article in the Butte Miner reported:


She has earned the title, wears it with delightful modesty, and is the idol of the cowboys throughout the country. At seventeen, she has the unique distinction of being the only professional woman ropist in the world, with sparkling jewels, by way of medal testimony, to bear witness to the fact. She has won these medals fairly and squarely in roping contests with the most skillful knights of the spur and lariat in Texas.17

All men admire her grace, her courage and her dexterity, and all women envy her the possession of her equestrienne accomplishments. They admire her and envy her the more because they know that her pretty head cannot be turned by praise, nor her frank, girlish ingenuous and honest nature spoiled by the attention that she receives.18

To lasso a steer running at full speed and throw and tie the struggling animal is not easy work for strong men who have spent most of their lives in the saddle. When a pretty, modest young woman rides with the same skill, throws a frantic steer, and ties him with the same dexterity, it is no wonder the world applauds….19

Few women would have the courage to attempt roping, even if they had the strength and skill, as considerable danger accompanies such reckless riding. Miss Mulhall is the only woman ropist in the world recorded in cattle land. She is not the least masculine in appearance. So very girlish is she in looks and in manner that one would scarcely credit her with more than sixteen years.20



Lucille had many admirers, but her first allegiance was to her father and the rodeo. Zack often ran interference between his daughter and the young men interested in courting her. He was protective of Lucille and didn’t want her settling down too soon. She didn’t enter into a serious relationship until she was twenty-two years old and, even then, kept the romance a secret from the family.

In 1906, Mulhall’s Congress of Rough Riders and Ropers disbanded. The show had become tiresome for many of its participants, and they decided to go in different directions. Lucille returned to the family ranch for a while, but she was soon lured back into show business by her father—an offer came for her to join a vaudeville revue. The announcement of her return to the spotlight appeared in newspapers across the country. “Miss Lucille Mulhall’s engagements will begin on January 20 in Orpheum at Kansas City where her father has completed a contract for her appearance in a number of cities,” the January 18, 1907, edition of the St. Louis Dispatch noted. “The vaudeville act will be modeled after the Wild West shows in which she has taken part so often.”21

Lucille’s new show was billed as “Lucille Mulhall and Her Ranch Boys.” In addition to Lucille, the troupe consisted of her two sisters, her brother, and a cowboy baritone named Martin Van Bergen. Several horses and props were part of the entourage as well. Theaters had to be adapted to accommodate the show. A unique portable fence, designed to hang from the fly loft and fasten between the stage and orchestra pit, was installed in each venue. Several inches of dirt had to be spread out over the stage floor.22

Martin Van Bergen opened the show by riding out on a white horse and singing My Lucille. During the song, a spotlight followed Lucille as she rode slowly across the back of the stage. At the end of the song, Martin would hurry off, then Lucille and Governor would perform a variety of stunts.23 Lucille and Martin were smitten with each other from the start. He was impressed with Lucille’s beauty and talent as a horse-woman. She fell in love with his appealing sweetness and captivating singing voice. The two were married on March 22, 1907.24

Their son, William Logan Van Bergen, was born on January 29, 1909. Unfortunately, Lucille did not enjoy being a wife and mother. That spring, she left her son in the care of his father and her in-laws and returned to the rodeo program. Her show played in every major city across the United States, and she spent so much time away from home that it took a toll on her marriage. Then her professional career began to falter.25

During a matinee show in Chicago, Lucille accidentally killed a steer in the arena, prompting the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals to press charges against her. The May 19, 1910, edition of the Chicago Livestock World reported:


Several hundred men, women and children saw a badly frightened steer killed yesterday at the Coliseum by the woman roper, Lucille Mulhall. When the animal, struggling feebly as it was dragged about the ring by the young woman, gave a convulsive gasp and became unconscious, a cry of disgust and horror arose from the audience, and a dozen cowboys rushed forward and dragged the carcass from the arena.26

Lucille Mulhall, daughter of the proprietor of the show and herself noted as one of the best women ropers in the country, was giving her exhibition of roping a steer when the accident occurred. Usually during the conduct of the show, a small, well tamed steer has been selected for use in that part of the performance. The usual steer has been so accustomed to being roped that there was little of excitement to the act. Yesterday, however, a new steer was brought into the ring.

Scared by the cries of the audience as well as by the strangeness of its surroundings, the steer darted about the arena at the coliseum until Miss Mulhall threw her rope at it.

Instead of submitting to the roping as the property steer had been wont to do, the new animal started to break away. Miss Mulhall, seated upon her pony, tightened the noose, and in a moment the steer had fallen to the ground. As the steer was thrown to the ground, there came a sharp crack as if a bone had been broken, and the animal made a few convulsive kicks and then lay passive in the sawdust.

… It was declared last night that members of the Humane Society would take action against the owners of the Wild West show in an effort to prevent a similar accident.27
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