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“An attractive book for its uncovered detail, wealth of illustrations, and unique subject matter. Anyone looking to get excited about the Stampede’s centennial should start right here.”


—Maclean’s


“The First Stampede of Flores LaDue is a love letter to an abiding Calgary institution. It tells stories about the women who made it what it is today, and helps us reconnect with the land.”


—Calgary Herald
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The love story of rodeo promoter Guy Weadick and trick roper Flores LaDue began among the rough-and-tumble vaudevillians preserving the frontier way of life in the first Wild West shows. Their love endured through North American performances in the small-time and big-time circuits to the audiences of Europe and culminated in 1912 with the most spectacular of accomplishments—the establishment of the greatest outdoor show on earth, the Calgary Exhibition & Stampede. That was one hundred years ago, and this is their story.
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WENDY BRYDEN is an award-winning sports writer. She resides in her native Calgary with her husband. Their four sons and respective families live in Calgary; Vancouver; and London, England..


calgarystampede.com
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Florence LaDue fancy roping, 1912
Calgary Stampede
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    This book is dedicated to the most important women in my life


[image: icon] Elizabeth Edgerton Copeland, my maternal great-great-grandmother, who (after her husband, Hugh Copeland, died) immigrated to Canada in the early 1800s from County Fermanagh, Northern Ireland, with her nine children, who were raised on her farm in Ontario. She died at the age of 100.


 


[image: icon] Arabella Timmins Copeland, my great-grandmother, whose family was also from County Fermanagh, and who married James Copeland, the second son of Elizabeth and Hugh Copeland. They settled in Winchester, Ontario, and had eleven children, the sixth of whom (Sarah Jane) was my grandmother.


 


[image: icon] Sarah Jane Copeland Dale, my gentle grandmother, who, despite always longing for the trees and water of the Ontario home where she was born, relocated as a young wife and mother to Red Deer in 1910, thus becoming the first Copeland woman to establish an Alberta branch of her Irish family.


 


[image: icon] Ola Dale Carruthers, R.N., my beloved mother, who sparked my interest in writing so many years ago by giving me the bestselling autobiography Why Shoot the Teacher, authored by her Copeland cousin, John Victor Maxwell Braithwaite.


 


[image: icon] Beryl Dowker Graham Bryden, R.N., a loving mother-in-law, who gave me a kind and understanding husband, whom I have loved over the years.


And most of all the beautiful and talented wives of our four sons:


[image: icon] Lisa Bryden


[image: icon] Kathleen Heddle


[image: icon] Alexandra Ross


[image: icon] Sarah Armstrong Bryden


and my granddaughters


[image: icon] Wendy Ann Bryden


[image: icon] Lyndsey Carolyn Bryden


[image: icon] Lucy Jane Pepall Bryden


[image: icon] Jessica Grace Bryden


[image: icon] Gabriella Shae Bryden


[image: icon] Beatrice Elizabeth Bryden


And, finally, to third-generation Alberta rancher


[image: icon] Lenore Bews McLean, whose friendship with Florence LaDue Weadick provided the inspiration for this book.




    
Author’s Note



Most of the stories about Florence and Guy Weadick were told to me by Lenore Bews McLean and were based on her own experiences and on tales that her mother, Josephine Bews, told her. My editor and I have taken the liberty of creating some dialogue for Florence and Guy, which I hope you enjoy.


And don’t be confused—Flores LaDue Weadick was also known as Florence. Although neither of those is her original name.
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The first time he saw her, Guy Weadick fell in love with the upside-down Florence
Glenbow Archives NA-628-4
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The five horses probably outweighed her by a factor of fifty to one, and a kick from just one of their hooves could have killed her. But Flores LaDue, who weighed all of a hundred pounds and was barely five feet tall, wasn’t afraid. She’d been around horses all her life and was as comfortable riding as she was walking. And she had practised her craft for years. Now was the time to show it off.


It was 1912, and Flores was performing at the first-ever Calgary Stampede. She had just impressed the crowd by roping a horse while lying on her back on the sandy Stampede infield. Now one trick remained before the awarding of the ladies’ fancy roping championship. Flores rolled to her feet and assumed a narrow stance, just as her Mexican mentor, the legendary vaquero Vincente Oropeza, had taught her. The horse that she had already roped pranced about and circled her at a rapid canter. Suddenly four cowboys roared out of the gate; they manoeuvred their horses into a circle, and the other horse joined them. Flores motioned to them to ride their mounts out a ways, then turn them back toward her, five abreast. She stood silently, her back slightly arched. Then with a thirty-foot running start the horses began to gallop toward her at full speed. The ground trembled beneath their weight. The spectators hardly dared to breathe. But Flores was the very picture of calm. With flawless technique and timing, she made a series of five enormous flat swings and leaned out to spill the twirling loop where it belonged—around the throat latch—and snared all five horses.


With a magnificent championship belt and saddle, and the admiration of thousands, thus ended the first Stampede of Flores LaDue. Thankfully, for lovers of Western lore, it wasn’t the last.
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Whisky and Wolfers—
The Belle Epoque in
Western Canada
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Calgary City Hall, 1912
Glenbow Archives NA-1202-2







     

 


Rodeo promoter Guy Weadick and trick roper and cowgirl extraordinaire Flores LaDue Weadick lived and thrived in a world of whisky traders and wolfers, a rough and tumble place that we have all seen represented in the movies, though it must be said that no mere film could ever capture the essence of Alberta at the end of the nineteenth century. As the Industrial Revolution was creating a class of industrial workers in Europe during the so-called Belle Epoque, the wild, romantic, cruel, heady, and impossibly beautiful Wild West of Alberta teemed with cowboys and Indians, and places with evocative names like Buffalo Jump, Empress, and Fort Whoop-Up, that last of which was the nickname of Fort Hamilton, a settlement that was established in 1869 near present-day Lethbridge. Fort Whoop-Up was one of the first trading posts in southern Alberta, an immense land that was then one of four provisional districts of the North-West Territories. All manner of goods were traded at the fort: buffalo robes, fabric, food, cooking utensils, guns, and, unfortunately for the Indian population, napiohke, white man’s water—whisky—which brought such misery to the Blackfoot Nation.


In 1870, the Canadian government purchased the North-West Territories from the Hudson’s Bay Company and secured the land in a series of treaties signed between 1871 and 1877. One American who was no doubt pleased that the land was now under Canadian federal government protection was a young American whisky trader named Fred Kanouse. In the spring of 1870, Kanouse and a ragtag collection of characters who shared a fascination with cowboy culture ventured into the northernmost point on the Whoop-Up Trail. There, on the north side of the Elbow River, Kanouse established a new post and constructed a permanent building on land that later became Calgary. Kanouse and company were the first of a large group of Americans who trailed thousands of animals north from Texas to settle Alberta and produce the Alberta/American hybrid that, to this day, does not always ride easy in the harness of Canadian confederation.


The whisky-trading era finally came to an end in one of the most violent incidents in early western Canadian history, when a group of American wolfers massacred a group of peaceful Assiniboine Indians in the Cypress Hills Massacre in June of 1873. The wolfers were hunters who received money for every wolf they killed—since the buffalo had gone, timber wolves in the foothills had proved a nuisance to the early ranching business and were responsible for the loss of thousands of dollars each year. The incident at Cypress Hills spurred John A. Macdonald, the Canadian prime minister who envisioned a Canada that reached from sea to sea, to secure quick passage of a bill to create a mounted police force that would police the region and guard Canadian interests. The force was modelled as a cavalry regiment and offered Macdonald his first opportunity to tame the land west of Manitoba. The new police force, outfitted in a traditional British uniform of scarlet tunic and blue trousers, stationed its first 150 recruits at Fort Garry, Manitoba. The following year, three hundred red-coated officers, who would become the North-West Mounted Police, left Dufferin, Manitoba, on horseback. Under the command of Assistant Commissioner James F. Macleod, the troops marched west for two months and subsequently established a permanent post at Fort Macleod, in the foothills of the Rocky Mountains, in southwestern Alberta. In 1875 the force sent troops north, and at the confluence of the Bow and Elbow rivers, they established Fort Brisebois (later renamed Fort Calgary), whose historic headquarters are preserved in the heart of present-day Calgary, not far from Fred Kanouse’s operation.


No army can march on an empty stomach—someone had to feed those red-coated soldiers. The buffalo, which had been killed in mind-boggling numbers, were disappearing fast. This lack of animals sparked the rise of the now world-famous Alberta livestock business. In 1876, former Hudson’s Bay employee George Emerson, who became known as the father of all Alberta ranchers, brought domestic cows from Montana north for sale and trade. Emerson, wisely keeping the majority of his herd to himself, set up operations near Calgary and commenced a small dairy operation that sold butter and milk to the Mounted Police, a ready market at Fort Calgary, also sometimes called the Bow Fort.


Fred Kanouse, who took up the stockman profession full-time and became the very picture of progress and respectability, would subsequently see these herds of cattle—some of which laid the foundation of the ranching industry on the immense open land of the three future provinces of Alberta, Saskatchewan, and British Columbia—move to a few large operations whose success was determined by the presence of water and the right topography, and whose owners would strive to contain their animals on their chosen range. He would also witness the arrival of huge corporate ranches such as the Cochrane and the Bar-U, wonder at the arrival of the Canadian Pacific Railway, see dusty cow towns become cities, and watch hitching posts give way to automobiles. Finally—with the exception of a few large fenced leases in Alberta’s south and east—Fred Kanouse would watch the open range give way to fenced-off fields, and a particular way of life fade into a romanticized past.



Realizing the Romance—
The Calgary Stampede Is Born



Kanouse was not the only one who felt a deep attachment to the Western way of life and who mourned to see the open range divided into ranches and farms. As a consequence, he would become involved in the first Calgary Stampede along with a larger-than-life rodeo promoter by the name of Guy Weadick, who happened to share his views. Indeed, it was Guy Weadick who had the vision to kick-start the Calgary Stampede, and his powers of persuasion came in at the right time when ranchmen George Lane, Patrick Burns, A. E. Cross, and Archie McLean, who would eventually be known as the Big Four, agreed to finance the first Calgary Stampede in 1912.


The Calgary Stampede has become an internationally known event attended every year by over a million people. They come to Calgary from all over the world to watch the fabulous Western shows and partake in the many Stampede traditions, such as wearing the white felt cowboy hats that have come to symbolize Calgary. And the grand parade that opens each Stampede has become a beloved yearly spectacle. The parade in 1912 had 75,000 spectators, well more than the population of Calgary at the time; today’s parades have about 350,000 spectators, dozens of marching bands, 170 floats, and hundreds of horses, cowboys, cowgirls, clowns, First Nations dancers, and members of the Royal Canadian Mounted Police, resplendent in red serge. And there has never been a shortage of national and international celebrities to serve as grand marshal of the parade: noted Hollywood personalities Bing Crosby, Bob Hope, and Walt Disney; prime ministers Lester B. Pearson and Pierre Trudeau; former Alberta premiers Peter Lougheed and Ralph Klein; Native luminaries Chief Dan George, Blackfoot Chief Strater Crowfoot, and Stoney Chief John Snow; “King of the Cowboys” Herman Linder; astronaut Colonel Chris Hadfield; television personality Mike Holmes; and even British royalty in the person of Charles, Prince of Wales, have all taken a turn sitting in a vehicle or riding a horse at the head of the 4.5-kilometre parade route through the streets of Calgary.


Guy Weadick was a visionary. And there was no woman more ruefully aware of his strengths and weaknesses, gifts and curses, potential and problems, than his wife, Florence LaDue Weadick, who, as a world-champion trick roper, had more than a few strengths of her own. In fact, Florence was instrumental in the making of her husband, and he was instrumental in the establishment of the Calgary Stampede as the greatest outdoor show on earth. It is no exaggeration to say that Calgary would not be the city it is today if it had not been for the vision of both Weadicks and the risk taking of the Big Four.


The first Calgary Stampede took place in 1912, but the Weadicks’ story started long before that, when a young boy from the state of New York was seduced by tales of the Wild West and a precocious teenaged girl ran away from her home in Minnesota to join the circus.
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Real Partners






[image: icon]


Calgary Stampede grandstand, 1912 
Glenbow Archives NA-1545-1







     

 



At the Calgary Stampede, 1950



“One man’s junk is another man’s treasure,” declared Florence LaDue Weadick, sixty-seven, to Lenore Bews, eleven, as they huddled together in the grandstand.


Lenore looked at her quizzically. Florence realized that she needed to expand Lenore’s Stampede education.


“I am talking about the chuck wagons, child. During the Civil War in the United States, army surgeons used wagons as operating tables,” said Weadick. “Cowboys then converted them to food wagons when the West opened up after the war. If they hadn’t, the wagons would have ended up in the junkyard, and we wouldn’t be watching this great show today.” It didn’t matter that Lenore Bews had only the vaguest idea of what the U.S. Civil War was. A thoughtful and unhurried child, she was happy just listening to Mrs. Weadick and her tales of her career as a prize-winning, world-champion trick roper known by the exotic name of Flores LaDue, and of the exploits of her husband, Guy Weadick.


It was a piping hot day at the 1950 Calgary Stampede, and dirt flew sky-high as teams of horses thundered round the final corner of the rodeo racetrack. Behind the horses came the boom of the chuck wagons, four wide across the track. The earth shook as tons of sweating horseflesh, outriders, and wagons crossed the finish line in a riot of colour. The race was over. Good money had won.


That morning at sunrise, Florence LaDue Weadick had picked up young Lenore Bews, the daughter of the Weadicks’ next-door neighbours, Josephine and Joe, at their ranch southwest of Longview, in the old green 1927 Chevy pickup that the Weadicks used for hauling groceries and picking up guest luggage at the High River station for the drive back to the ranch. Tiny Florence could barely be seen over the pickup’s steering wheel, and out of a sense of mischief, she always drove slightly over the speed limit. But that day there was an additional incentive for speed—she wanted to make it to the Stampede to tour the grounds and get to the infield in time for young Lenore to see the rodeo and the chuck-wagon races, which Calgarians affectionately called “the chucks.”


Florence had never had any children of her own, but she had felt a special bond with Lenore from the minute she held her as a newborn, and she had vowed to herself to be a loyal and honest friend to the little girl. This proved to be an easy promise to keep; she found that she liked spending time with the youngster and often took Lenore with her on her rounds. Though this might sound strange to modern ears, in those days there were no babysitters for ranch wives. Often mothers plopped their babies and small children onto the saddle of a calm and reliable horse and tied them to the saddle horn to keep them out of harm’s way. And when a mother had to take a horse out onto the range, the babies often came with them. Mrs. Bews knew that Florence loved Lenore as though she were her own daughter, and she was only too happy to relinquish her little girl to this master horsewoman. In fact, Lenore had been going out on the open range with Florence since she was a baby, riding on a tiny pillow on Mrs. Weadick’s saddle, cuddled up between the warmth of her and the saddle horn. By the time she reached her second birthday, Lenore had her very own horse to help move the cattle, and by the age of six she had learned enough about roping from Mrs. Weadick that she herself was roping, wrestling calves, and helping to brand stock.


Mrs. Weadick had a deep understanding of and empathy for horses, and she taught Lenore to closely observe how they behaved and to distinguish between an Arabian, Morgan, registered Thoroughbred, and an Indian cayuse horse.


“Just like people,” she told her, “they each have individual personalities. But more than that, child, they are godlike creatures. They did as much as any man to settle the West, and me and my husband would not be who we are today without them.”
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