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  The strong-willed, hard working, capable woman of the old West—the cowgirls—who could do a man’s job better than a man, is an American icon that seems to most people a topic more of fiction than real fact. But the capable women of action who helped settle the West and did not live their lives by the Puritan standards that had been the norm for centuries for most women, were real live characters on the American frontier. These are women who helped to build this nation through their sacrifices, hard work, and the examples they set for others. They came to the West from diverse backgrounds and reacted to the new world in which they found themselves in many different ways. Most frontierswomen found the experience liberating and energizing, despite its toughness and privations. Most brought a civilizing force in the communities in which they came to live. The stories in this book about American cowgirls reflect the can-do attitude that made America what it is today.
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  “Little Joe” Monaghan




  Jo Monaghan




  (1848–1904)
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  Cowboy Joe




  The well-groomed mare trotted into town guided by her slight-statured rider. “Just another Eastern tenderfoot,” noted the weather-worn prospectors and dusty cowpokes lining the sides of the crude main street. It was curious that this newcomer didn’t carry a gun in this Wild West ruled by Colt and Winchester. Owyhee County’s Ruby City was the center of Idaho’s latest gold rush in 1867. Hopeful prospectors arrived every day, but there was something different about this one.




  Standing barely 5 feet tall in his cowboy boots, wearing a baggy shirt, pants, and coat, this boy with the refined features and high-pitched voice would surely never last through the winter. Asked his name, the boy replied, “Joe Monaghan.” It was not long before he was called nothing but Little Joe, due to the impression made by his appearance.




  Little Joe purchased a pick and shovel in order to work the claim he had staked. The labor was grueling even for the most rugged of men, and Little Joe’s hands were soon so blistered and bloodied he could barely continue working his claim. After giving up on prospecting, he took odd jobs and worked in the local mill; but whatever Little Joe did, he worked hard at it and won the respect of his tough neighbors.




  Living in a rude Ruby City shack for more than ten years, Joe raised chickens and hogs. He made some money by keeping a cow and selling milk to the miners. Unlike the other men in town, Little Joe shied away from the saloons and card rooms, caring nothing for drink or dance-hall girls.




  Feeling hemmed in by civilization, Little Joe took a job as a sheepherder and spent three years in this solitary occupation. With nothing but his horse and dog as companions, he tended his flock and fended off wolves through the long, snowy winters. After that Little Joe drifted between jobs, often working on cattle drives or wrangling and shearing sheep for local ranchers. Those he worked for described how the quiet cowboy never bathed or bunked with the other hands, preferring to lay out his bedroll under the stars alone.




  Little Joe’s only close friend was an older mine superintendent with whom he entrusted his hard-earned money for safekeeping. When Joe returned from cattle drives, he spent many an evening sitting on the porch of the superintendent’s home shooting the breeze. It was a shock to everyone in town when the superintendent disappeared one day with Joe’s life savings. The townsfolk, including Little Joe, formed a posse and chased after the thief, but nothing was ever seen of Joe’s former friend or money.




  A natural on horseback, Joe took to breaking wild broncs for a living. He became known throughout the Owyhees as a superior horseman. The Idaho Capitol News reported:




  

    No horse was too wild or savage that he could not be brought to saddle and bit under Little Joe’s hands. To this day the countryside about Silver City and Ruby City tell of his remarkable ability in this line. Many a campfire is brightened by the stories of the little horseman and his prowess in subduing untamed steeds of the range.


  




  A byproduct of riding the range was learning to shoot. Joe bought a six-shooter and practiced target shooting to try to develop his skill. Upon his return from one cattle drive, the locals noticed a marked improvement in Little Joe’s shooting ability, as “he hit a can thrown in the air four out of five times, and was quick on the drop.” Joe would say only that “some fellows from Texas” had been kind enough to show him a few tricks.




  In the early 1880s Little Joe moved to Rockville and staked out a homestead claim about 10 miles west of town on Succor Creek along the Idaho/Oregon border. The foundation of Joe’s log cabin was dug into the hillside, the low roof was covered in sod, and roughly hewn planks served as the door. His bed was a crude mattress filled with hay, which he shared with his horse during some sparse winters.




  Little Joe loved the tiny town of Rockville, Idaho, with its population of twenty-one citizens. A civic-minded person, he voted in every election and served on several county-court juries. Although a bit withdrawn, Little Joe greeted his neighbors as they rode past his ranch and was well liked by all.
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  Jo Monaghan debutante




  Before long Joe had dozens of head in his own herd of cattle and horses. One old-timer reported to the Rocky Mountain News, “He was a familiar sight along the banks of Succor Creek with his band of buckskin horses all branded with the familiar ‘J.M.’” The 1898 Rockville directory lists one “Joseph Monaghan, Cattleman.”




  Whether for companionship or money, Joe continued to take jobs on other ranches. He was a familiar sight in the sheep corrals at shearing time, driving cattle, or breaking horses for his neighbors. During the spring sheep shearing of 1897, Joe was wrangling on the Otto Albert ranch near Payette. Otto and his neighboring sheep ranchers knew of Joe’s skill breaking wild broncs and suggested that he ought to try out for a Wild West show. The ranchers arranged a meeting between Little Joe and Andrew Whaylen, a former member of Buffalo Bill’s Wild West Show who was starting his own company.




  Any misgivings he might have had must have been alleviated when Joe met Whaylen on the train platform in Iowa. Andrew Whaylen, dressed in a fringed buckskin coat, was no taller than Joe himself. Andy advertised his show on the sides of three painted wagons he owned: WHAYLEN’S WILD WEST SHOW. THE GREATEST SHOW ON LAND OR SEA. Whaylen’s Wild West Show featured Cowboy Joe, and $25 was offered to any man who could bring in a bronc that Joe couldn’t ride. Little Joe was able to ride any bucking horse with ease, even horses that had thrown all the local riders.




  Always the showman, Whaylen read a newspaper article about the Vitagraph Film Company that touted the moving picture as the coming thing. Whaylen wrote to the film company and suggested they film his show. Albert Smith of the Vitagraph Film Company was eager to accept the invitation, stating that this would be the first Western movie to be filmed west of the Mississippi. The show’s star performer, Cowboy Joe Monaghan, was filmed on a bucking bronc, earning him a spot in film history.




  Little Joe seemed uncomfortable with the spotlight, and when the Wild West Show closed for the season, he took the train back to his ranch near Rockville. Although Whaylen urged him to return to the show the next year, Joe refused, preferring to spend his time quietly at his ranch. His only companion on the ranch was a Chinese cook he hired to help around the homestead. When the old cook died, Little Joe appeared to shut himself away more than ever.




  In late 1903 Joe was driving his cattle to winter pasture on the Boise River when he took ill. He was taken to the Malloy ranch for nursing, and the Malloy boys drove the cattle on to the river. Mrs. Malloy tended to Little Joe the best she could, but he had developed pneumonia, and in the first week of January 1904, Little Joe Monaghan lost his life amid a coughing fit.




  Word of Little Joe’s death spread throughout the valley, and neighboring ranchers came to the Malloys to tend to the body and build a coffin for their friend. The ranchers never could have imagined what they would find when they attempted to dress the body of this man who had voted, served on juries, and was the first western cowboy to appear in the movies. They found that Little Joe was really Little “Jo,” a woman.




  WHEN THINGS DO NOT GO RIGHT WITH YOU, WHEN THE CIRCUMSTANCES SEEM TO BE AGAINST YOU AND FATE DEALS YOU A BLOW BETWEEN THE EYES, REMEMBER WHAT THE COWBOYS SAY IN THE GREAT NORTHWEST. “JUST GRIT YOUR TEETH, GET ANOTHER HOLD AND LET ‘ER BUCK!”




  —The motto of the Pendleton Roundup, 1911




  The tale of this woman who had spent nearly forty years living on the range as a cowboy not only stunned the local community but became national news. When the story was printed in Kansas, it was theorized that Jo may have been Kate Bender— “Kansas City Kate”—a saloon dancer who had murdered two people and fled Kansas, never to be seen again. Although headlines promoting this theory popped up in Idaho, those who knew Jo dismissed the idea.




  Two plausible theories on Jo Monaghan’s identity emerged from the rumors. The first centered around a neighbor remembering that he had mailed letters for Jo to a Walters family in Buffalo, New York. He wrote to the chief of police in Buffalo to determine whether Jo had left any heirs. Police Matron Anna Walters received the letter and responded. A Johanna Monaghan had been adopted by Miss Walters’s mother. Johanna’s mother had died when she was eight years old, and the stepfather left to raise the girl mistreated her terribly. At the age of fourteen, Johanna took her departure, telling the Walterses that she was going west to make her fortune. The Walters family received frequent letters from Johanna describing her work in mining camps and on ranches. Though she never told the Walterses she was living as a man, when Mrs. Walters asked for a picture of Jo, she was sent a head shot of Jo with very short hair, wearing a man’s suit. Anna Walters even produced the photograph of a very masculine-looking Jo. This photo was printed in a Buffalo newspaper with the caption “Buffalo Woman Who Masqueraded for Years As a Cowboy Out West.”




  Another story evolved when neighboring ranchers went through Jo’s possessions after her death. The ranchers found photographs and letters between Jo and her sister in Buffalo, New York. The letters told the story of a Buffalo debutante who had been disowned by her wealthy family for giving birth out of wedlock to a son, Laddie. One such letter, dated September 11, 1868, was addressed to Josephine Monaghan, Rockville, Idaho:




  

    Dear Sister,




    I have lain awake nights picturing you in your wild wanderings and with your boy pressed tightly in my arms I have prayed to a merciful God to keep you safe and unharmed.




    When I think of all my comforts and luxuries and then of my Josephine sleeping by night on a blanket and traveling by day with that crowd of rough men and uncouth women you describe in your letter I feel I cannot bear it.




    I am glad you have decided to stay in one place, although the camp sounds so awful. Still, I know where to find you.




    Laddie is sitting on the floor beside me. He had a slight cold last week but is quite well now. I hardly know how to live without him. I also am well and still longing for your return. It takes so long for a letter to reach me that I hope you will not delay in answering this one.




    Your last letter was such a comfort.




    Goodbye now and with lots of love from Laddie and Helen


  




  The series of letters painted a picture of a desperate single mother trying to carve out a living by working as a waitress at a restaurant on Broadway in New York City. Her son was born in 1866, and Jo had been abandoned by the baby’s father. She had been forced, for a time, to put the baby into an asylum. When all of this became too much for the young mother, she placed the boy in the care of her younger sister and set out for the West.




  It seemed from the tone of the correspondence that the child had been told his mother was dead. A later letter from Helen informed Jo of Laddie’s graduation from Columbia Law School and subsequent admission to the New York State Bar Association.




  There, among the faded letters that told the story of Jo Monaghan’s evolution from society debutante to Idaho cowboy, was an old daguerreotype of a lovely young woman making her society debut. Who could have guessed, upon the occasion of her “coming out” in society, that this beautiful, teenaged debutante would die a lonely Idaho rancher at the age of fifty-six?




  Jo Monaghan’s final resting place is a community cemetery on the Hat H ranch near her beloved Rockville. Her true identity may never be known.
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  When a cowgirl dies and goes to Heaven she does not get a halo. Instead she gets a big silver belt buckle.




  —JILL CHARLOTTE STANFORD





  Kitty C. Wilkins




  (1857–1936)
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  Queen of Diamonds




  Nothing could have prepared the two young cowboys for their encounter with the approaching rider. A golden palomino galloped up the dusty ranch-house road that late summer day. The horse’s flowing yellow mane and tail were a perfect match for the rider’s own flaxen mane. The startled cowboys stared in disbelief at the stunningly beautiful blue-eyed blonde coming toward them. After riding for several days along the border between Idaho and Nevada in search of work with a cattle outfit, the gorgeous woman before them seemed like an apparition.




  Regaining his composure, the younger of the two asked, “Can you tell us where we can find the boss?”




  “I am the boss,” replied the woman firmly.




  The two youthful cowboys had just met the legendary “Horse Queen of Idaho,” Kitty Wilkins. Through her talent for raising and trading horses and penchant for garnering publicity, Kitty also earned titles such as “The Golden Queen” and “The Queen of Diamonds.” The latter was a reference to her ownership of the Diamond Ranch.




  The daughter of two western pioneers, J. R. and Laura K. Wilkins, Kitty was born in Jacksonville, Oregon, in 1857. Twenty-one-year-old J. R. Wilkins and seventeen-year-old Laura were married in 1853 in Fort Madison, Iowa, where he had moved from Indiana and she from Maine. Shortly after their marriage, the Wilkins couple joined a wagon train to follow the Oregon Trail west. They resided in Oregon City and then in the Rogue River Valley at Jacksonville, where Kitty was born, before moving to California. A gold rush brought the family to Florence, Idaho, in 1862. Kitty took great pride in the fact that her mother was the first woman to arrive at the gold camp. She said, “I feel that my brother and I can justly claim that our parents came to Idaho before any others.”




  After making several more moves in and out of Idaho, J. R. Wilkins settled his wife and children on a large spread in southern Idaho’s Bruneau Valley. The Wilkins Island Ranch was located on land at the fork of the Bruneau River near Jarbidge Mountain, rather than on an actual island. The Wilkinses’ holdings spread to other outposts along the Snake River, at Mountain Home and into Nevada. Their range was 75 miles away from the main ranch, stretching into the Owyhee Mountains.




  Although her father had several thousand head of cattle and horses, Kitty always preferred raising horses to cattle. In addition to loving horses, the shrewd Miss Wilkins saw them as much more profitable, stating, “A 3 or 4 year-old steer. . . worth but $20, while a horse of the same age is worth $85–$100. . . . horses are much more easily raised and do not require half the care.”




  Considering it romantic, Kitty loved to tell reporters about her start in the business. Neighbors bidding the Wilkins family goodbye upon one of their departures from Oregon gave two-year-old Kitty two $20 gold pieces. Her father bought the toddler a filly, and, as Kitty put it, “from the increase all of my bands have come.”




  Kitty was a gifted rider whose brothers taught her to shoot both pistols and rifles proficiently, “that being a necessary part of a woman’s education out there [in the West] in those days.” Kitty was sent to a private school for girls in San Jose, California, for her formal education and social refinement. She also traveled throughout the United States to all the major cities as part of her cultural enlightenment.




  Upon returning to Idaho she was at first lonely, until she developed a taste for the family horse business. Kitty later expressed her feelings about Idaho and her business to an Eastern reporter, “Do I like living away out in Idaho? Oh, so much! I go out to roundups in the spring and fall and enjoy myself ever so much. It is a fascinating business and grows upon you.”




  When her father took young Kitty on one of his trips east to a horse market, she became hooked on the business of selling horses. From that time on she constantly accompanied her father to market his horses. Within a few years of that first trip, Kitty had developed her own distinct marketing plan and could sell horses better than her father. She was a shrewd businesswoman and an excellent judge of horseflesh. She prided herself on selling only high-quality stock. To one Midwestern reporter she boasted, “I bring the best stock to market that comes from the West. I never ship a blemished animal from the ranch. They are all sound when they leave there.”




  Kitty and her younger brothers eventually took over their father’s ranch. While her brothers concentrated on cattle ranching, Kitty took over the horse outfit. No one ever questioned Kitty’s authority or business sense. She was the undisputed boss of the Diamond Ranch.
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  Kitty C. Wilkins




  COWGIRL IS AN ATTITUDE, REALLY. A PIONEER SPIRIT, A SPECIAL AMERICAN BRAND OF COURAGE. THE COWGIRL FACES LIFE HEAD ON, LIVES BY HER OWN LIGHTS, AND MAKES NO EXCUSES. COWGIRLS TAKE STANDS. THEY SPEAK UP. THEY DEFEND THE THINGS THEY HOLD DEAR. A COWGIRL MIGHT BE A RANCHER, OR A BARREL RACER, OR A BULL RIDER, OR AN ACTRESS. BUT SHE’S JUST AS LIKELY TO BE A CHECKER AT THE LOCAL WINN DIXIE, A FULL-TIME MOTHER, A BANKER, AN ATTORNEY, OR AN ASTRONAUT.”




  —Dale Evans, “The Queen of the Cowgirls,” 1992
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  Wild horses abounded on the range between Nevada’s Humboldt River and Idaho’s Snake River. These mustangs became the property of anyone who could catch and put a brand on them. Kitty saw a way to expand her own small herd, started with the purchase of the $40 filly when she was just two. She hired the best riders and set out to claim every unbranded mustang from the Nevada/Idaho line to the Owyhee River in Oregon. Kitty registered the Diamond Brand, a brand that was to become synonymous with fine horse stock, and set to work branding every wild horse she could bring in.




  In addition to registering her own brand, hiring the finest cowboys available, and raising sound stock, Kitty marketed her horses in the most lucrative fashion. She bought stallions from around the world to develop her stock. Her lines included Clydesdales, Percherons, Morgans, Normans, and Hambletonians. After this she claimed to have “no native Oregon or Spanish horses” on her ranch.
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