Cowgirls ride in the saddle at new museum
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They rode horses, tilled fields, raised families, shattered barriers and lived by their own rules. And come Friday, their stories will have a permanent spot in history--at the opening of the National Cowgirl Museum and Hall of Fame in Ft. Worth, Texas. 

When most people think of cowgirls, they associate them with the Hollywood image of rhinestones, fringe and glamour, but this is only one part of the cowgirl mystique, says Pat Riley, executive director of the museum, which has been more than 25 years in the making. "It's really their can-do spirit that sets them apart," she says. 

The museum, which started in 1975 in the basement of the Deaf Smith County Library in Hereford, Texas, today has a 33,000-square-foot, $21 million home in the heart of Ft. Worth's cultural district. It includes more than 2,000 artifacts and information on more than 400 women, including 158 inductees. 

Cutting the ribbon on opening day will be one of the museum's 2002 honorees, Sandra Day O'Connor. Born in El Paso in 1930, O'Connor was raised on a ranch and, Riley says, embodies the spirit of the modern cowgirl, having broken the barriers to become the first female U.S. Supreme Court justice in 1982. 

Cowgirls also helped influence many cultural changes, Riley says. They are the reason split skirts were invented and riding sidesaddle became obsolete; why laws changed to allow women to own and run ranches; and why women joined the Wild West shows and rodeo circuits, she adds. 

"It's a myth that only men helped to build the West," says Barbara Van Cleve, a 1995 inductee. "The women of the West were remarkable, women that you noticed." 

Another example of a modern cowgirl is Pam Menick, a 2000 inductee. Menick, who began riding at age 9, went on to become a champion rider, Miss Rodeo America and a broadcaster for rodeo on ESPN. "You don't have to have a horse to be a cowgirl," she says. "It's about young women aspiring to be anything they want to be." 

Perhaps the spirit of the cowgirl is best characterized by one of the museum's oldest living inductees, Connie Reeves. At age 100, after spending more than 70 years teaching girls to ride, her advice to young women remains tried and true: "Always saddle your own horse." 

Among the historical inductees are Sacajawea, principal guide for the Lewis and Clark expedition; Clara Brown, who was born into slavery in 1857 and later dedicated her life to overcoming race restrictions; sharpshooter Annie Oakley; and movie and TV legend Dale Evans. 
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