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THE FAMILY PARTNERSHIP ON THE RANCH
]
. o J
. The raising of cattle in the United States is associated in t@e,popular

folk hero when the‘froqtier was settled and nineteenth century javs of

-1ife were transformed b} the twentieth century, However, the Romantic -

Period of the cowboy, the cowboy frontie?, when cattle were herded on the

. ' open range by groups of men known as cowboys or cowhands, covered a brief

mind with the cowboy, 'the horseman-wage earner who became the Aﬁerica?\;_//)

20-30 yeaxs. With fencing, railroads, wihdmills, Came settlement of thé

1
3

West, and this meant families arrived to stay. The open range and the

.giant ranches were modified by settlers who established the family fanch

-

‘ and the family on the ranch.
Cerfé}nly cowboys are still punching cows in 1983, and many are young
x .
and unmarried, but the family is the dominant form of social life on

3

ranches throughout the West., Today ranéhing reflects the complexities
found in other occupations: changes brought about by technology, mobility,
. economics, educaticn. In spite of these changes, however, cattle raising

people continue to function as more than an occupational or a business:
. . . \
. . x
. group bécause they share a set of values, a world view, and a social

system as well as an occupation. Therefore, I speak of the grouﬁ as
cattle culture because while the raising of cattle is central to the life

of the group, this central purpose is embedded in a social system.

4

. - ( .
. The central purpose, thisoccupation, has evolved into a culture

-

distinct from the rest’of American society for(fﬁoireasons: 1} that cattle
» N * ’ ~
raising has been until very recently a full time enterprise for those

actually eﬁgaged in it, and 2) that the entire family is .involved in the

enterprise. . t
"y
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', The full time nature of raising cattle means that life is governed
. e - LY E) *

by animals and nature even in an age domin?ted by technology.- Certainly

there is a sophisticated economic marketplace to wori& about, and cer-

- tainly there, are scientific and technological adaptations incorporated
A N o ! .

into it. But those who are actually faising animals do not work in a -
M A

factory, take scheduled vacations, or have a predictable income, and they

.

must still worry about the weather, fertility, and other forces of nature.

To an extent then, cattle raising maintains some continuities with pre-
N

industrial forms of sociai life. 3 f

Of particular relevance is, the family in thisg complex qgtivity for

~ . [
the‘ranch family is not simply the means for pfoducing a new generation of

cowboys. The'x4nch family is actually the elonomic unit as well as the

-~

unit of marriage and kinship, and women are as vital ‘o ‘the functioning

of the ranch as men.- Because the role of women is so vital to the ranch,
A ) "

venture the ranch couple can be characterized gs a partnership in an

’

unaertaking that does not separate business from domestic 1life, but in

-
.

which the two are integrated.

n

. ~

This arrangement does not ensure equality between the partners, ¢nd
R

it does not always'run smoothly:'but the”ranch family and the family ranch
» L « I L
depend on both partners, male and female, for success in raising cattle

N »

and in. rearing the next generation, . -

- &

¥ want to focus attention on the woman's role in the family since it

N ’

is not widely recognized or understood. The female role.can be described
2 .

» .

as having four spﬂeres, any one of which may be more dominant than another,
depending on the indivigual woman and the pojnt where she i% in the life
cycle. The spheres overlap. each other as well, again depending on thg "

R

4,




8

s

. ' N, *, -Btoeltje--3

, ) i
» . { ) . « \ . \

individual woman and family. "\

\
\
|
|
|
|
|
I have labeled these: 1) production--that is, raising of cattle; 2) - E

y

{ -
reproductlon--rearlng of chlldren and ensur1ng the cont1nuat10n of. the N

N ‘. J
family; 3) hosp1ta11ty—-ma1nta1n1ng soclay relat1ons through the domestic
e

sphere, and 4) representat10n—-act1ng for the fam11y through relations
- . i
with the public. o . S Y ' : :

A . .

‘

These spheres of activity have evolved over time and.have their roots

. * . s . M
1n a number of sources, but certainly we can note the importance of early

.

Spanish and Mexican culture which established not only the ranch as an

institution in the United States but many of the social fomms that ’

>

-

\ . . . . . .
accompany it, and the Anglo frontier which situated the two cultures in

the same space in the Southwest Texas, New Mexico, and-.Arizona esgec1a11y.
°

Of considerable 1mportance is the fact that in Spanlsh colonies women

4

could own property, make contracts, and ‘had community property rights, . - ~

They, therefore, owned land, obtained land grants, inherited land, and

~ N .

wives shared equally with husbands in the'ownership of the family estate,

Today%rthose states that were originally'Spanish colonies and retained
[ 4

LN SN - .
portions of the Spanish legal system are known as community property states

- §
in contrast to those states' that were originally governed by English common

law in which u}ves do not have separate ownership in the family estate

and are not recognized as separate individuals from their husbands: lWhen
“ - N C * ~
they become widows, they must pay inheritance tax on théir own property -

since they are not recognized as a partner, an individual indeperident of

the -husband., . “.
The social and 'legal independence afforded New Mexico women by the

Spanish system during#fthe years 1821-1846 has been doeumented and discussed,
' . . .

¢ B
. . : ¥
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'by Janet Lecompte in her article, "The }ndependent Women of Hispahic New

A\ " Mexico.' It seems plausible that thisQSpanish legal system may be

responsible to some dégree for the active role women have exerted-in

’ . * ' 4

cattle culture $ince large scale ranching was first established in the . >,
[ . * : “ ’ . . 3 + \
) ‘ Spanish colonies. 7, .. N
. . B . ‘~ . . - B 5 |
* Throughout the Southwest and the West women have assumed strong and ) $

. v > : 5

0 . 0 . 1
- active roles where cattle are raised. Soffie women of the West developed

glamorous tareers as outlaws,‘rodeo.pqrformers, or elegant patroné€sse$ of
R .

2 -

Y %> range life, All too often thesé are the only women whose stories have
’ been recorded ip thd history books, but we are now 1earn1ng%from female | L
. , h1stor;ans and writers thaf there.were many women who{operatedtran;hes or .
. ) who took on major respon51BT11p1es in the famlly.ranth. Just a few names, »
~
) from the growing'numbé? that are beipg identified fncludg; Granny Jeffers
/ who was'raised in Néw Mexico ddd ranched with hér husband in Arizona, ‘ ' .

. [N

Rosa Kagperine "G?éndma" Hilton who ranched in New Mexico«near Las Vegas, -

. N ’ ! .~

. early nineteenth century ranchwoman, Maria del Carmen Calvillo Delgado, of i
N ’ -." . . N

San Antonio, and more recently, Agnes Mortey Cleaveland of New_MExice and

at the present time, Fern Sawxer who ragches near Nogal, New Mexico. _

‘ ~ ! ¢ '
k Some of the early’?anéhwomen came West with their husbands and learned
. . ' B ..' . ’ Te ' N

ranching as young wives, occasionally as young widows, while others had

. . . . -
more unusual stories, ,Nadine Parmer was a young)plano teacher f;om the v
¢ . . N ] . ; )
N East who traveled West.as compariion to an older woman and within a few'
3 N .

years she became a cattle baroness in her own right. Ranchwomen of the

twentieth century have often spent their girlhood working.cqtéle\on the

: 4
family ranch. Fern Sawyer explalns that she was on a horse from morning

*

~  till nlght as she grew up, worklng with hér daddy who taught her the .

- -
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cattle business, Agnes Morley Cleaveland describes her girlhood in her

-

book, Vo Life for a Lody, as follows; "Cattle became the circumference'of

our uniiverse and their behavior absorbed our entire waking hours"k(p. 1043 .,
. ‘ .

Young women today are finding more paying jobs in ranch~1ife and

..

o animal reiated occupations, They are hired to train and caré for cutting
- * ’} 1! N

horses, -racing horses, and’on rancHes. At Ruidoso Downs, for example, -

t

young women as well as young men work in the stables, and some women are'l
£ . X )

- .also successful as jockeys. o ? Y A

oo There is such variation in these stories that it may appear to be an

exercisein futility to search for something called a woman's role Yet I

would argue that there is in fact a pattern to ranch life outlinlng the

L} - - -

responsibilities and potentials for women in cattle culture, and this . _

-
pattern clusiers'around the four spheres I mentioned earlier and has”
. evolved out of the conple;.historv of ranching. - ‘
All of these fout'spheresf .production, reproduction,.hospitality, and |
. R :
ot ‘ representation derive from the structure of.the tamily: 1) the emph451s on
the nuclear tamily as a self-sufficient unit, and 2) thé partnership nature
‘
of the‘W1fe/husband relationship, The,ranch family, like.many,other 2
? ' ' . . .

American families, is defined as the nuclear family: wife, ,husband,

chiidren. While some individuals receive- financial help from parents when

[ ; 7 .

they first become engaged.in their own ranching ventures, eath family is

expected to be financ{ally 1ndependent even though there may be a family

a

' wranch to be 1nher1ted 1n the future, Unlike many -other American tradi- -

tional families, however, the wife is a- full participant in the’ business

v N 1

of ranching, although she may not be recognized as such, either by herself B

.

or others. This participation qualifies her as a.partner in the family

| enterprise, - ) ' ‘ v
. - * a . ’ - ¥ [ ’
1 .




— - . .
.

ool

(4 - N -
N . P * s
- . . . ‘-
. .

- , [

: ‘ . . : joeltje--6 .
: . ) ’ . - ’ . ! N‘ (

0f the four spheres of women's roi%s; reproduction is of prime.
. .

-

i -

importance during the -years when a family is young. The woman has the =~ | ' |

maJor respon51b111ty for the reproduction of children and the family, the

» . .

domestic sphere? More than simply bearing -and caring for children,
N
however, women are expected to 1nst111 the Values of cattle culture in .
- the children from birth, to launch their training very “parly, and to

support and suFervise their activities associated with cattle culture as
. v e
they -grow up, such as the 4—H club, County Fairs, rodeo and other youth . Tt
-~ Y ‘t’
act1v1t1es. ,Reproduction, then, refers to the reproduction of the culture .

.
. . - e

through the family, as well as- to babies. . . S

. 'Partnership functions in this domain of family life a's well as Gthers.

A

Males spend considerable time with babies and‘&oung children and certainly

with older children as they become capable of assuming respon$ibilitk.

Children are taught-"to help" very early--around the barns, with the live- .

ot - N )

stock, and general upkeep; and men take an/active role in teaching them to
\ . _ - ) .

carry out chofes, ride' a hofse, and respect their élders, especially their

-
a [y

female elders.  ° ; - .
Shifging to the domain of production—-to the raising of -cattle, the-

’ 2

wife's responsibilities vary here, depending on whether or not there are

young children, but she shoulders a ranye of tasks associated with cattle . .

r raising. Many ranchwomen are fully engaged in all of the work of catt1e

- .

. . raising while others are selectively involved, For example, they may
participate’in the daily care of livestock near the ranchhouse and they

may participate in the hagdest work as a full cowhand during calving,
. s ! - . .
T animal sickness, round-up and other intensive work perigds., Additionally,

A )

* .- and very importantly, women often keep the accounts, handling the paper -
. y ‘ o

* - - . a
s
)

5
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. work for the family business for many of them may have been formally trained .

\ ¥

and employed/és bookkeepers. ) . ; ' -

o~ -
-

ot ’ Certainly all women function as administrators and coordinators of -

»

: : |
the ranch. The telephone is a strong link betyeen the ramch and_the rest 4
\

of the world, and the ranchwoman in the house must<handle all calls

- oil coﬁpany representatives or neighbors., Additionally, sﬁ% must be

-
available to drive 1nto town or to deliver needed items to _anotler loca-

pfféctively as well as any persons who drop in to do business such as ‘
tion. These respon51b111t1es may seem secondary to‘but51ders, but 1n fact |

L. ) they arg essential to the success of the ranch, Although‘ﬁpépa may get

- ' ~ kg

the credit for the decisions, the mama prepares the information.base e

needed 'to make the decision," as John Bennett has poihtéd out. More and o
more homen are méking decisions or activel& pa*ticinating in the decision-
: making process with the men today. This cluster of sk111;, demands, and ’
abl11t1es, define the women's role firmly a;.that of é;rtner through the = ..

-

process of production. - ' ' - .

The remaining two spheres, hospltallty and representatlon, concern the

ho]

women's role in social rqlatlons. Although cattle raising may appear to be

a very self-contained endeavor, especially if one believes in The 'myth of *
- individualism, in fact, ranching involves intense social cooperation as
b ’ . . . ‘ > :

well as a competitive spirit, Scholars such as Mody Boatright and John \
Bennett have stressed the importance of cooperation among family and
neighbors, and in my own work I have found that being a good né%ghbor_is

among the most important of alil values in cattle culture. Much of this ) .

cooperation is visible émong males, but females are equally important and
v, N

often more important in maintaining social relations through hdspitality.

A o L)
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The servlng of food and dr1nk whether it be a. feast at a round-up

Fl .

~

or ice water,on a hot day, takes on r1tual significance. More than simply

A

food and dr1nk the ranchwoman ma1nta1ns a hospitable and friendly,

cooperatrve atmosphere that solidifies oz weakens the soc1al t1e< with

. -
» A N t

fr1ends and ne1ghbors, and equally significdnt, with members of the

~

]
\\'

’
~ ~ i

In a more_public sphere women are perceived as hezzesentative of the

. : . ) . §
family--when they conduct business.or deal with strangers, hold,manber— .

shlp in church or other organizations, compete in horse shows, rodeos and

»
¥ »

other public events they reoresent the famlly, the ranch .and. perhaps a

0.

long'trad1t10n but certainly they appear in publ1c w1th ‘the fam1ly name

%
.

and are known as the wife or daughter of some 1nd1v1dual This function
[3 - i

_can be a conf1n1ng one in a_family where the male exercises all authority

andsthe females are submissive. Alternatively, in a family where the

» - .

martnersh1p operates with reciprocity and, mutual respect, the representa-
A\ .

B

\

tive, sphere can be powerful "This representational function applles equally -

to daughters who may be very active publicly when they are preadolescent

and adolescent and may havé a close relationship to their fathers, or-

daddies as they are called, during this time. This does not preclude

~

their having a' close relationship.with the mother, however,

.

N -

- A « . %
.

> u "
Although I have only briefly mentioned the representative expressions,

these should be noted with special attention, for in this sﬁﬁ%re behavior

takes on heightened symbolic meaning. Not only in the arena of the "rode

N

or the calf show, but in the public arena relating to legal matters or.

rites of passage such as wedd1ngs and funerals, womer’” act for the fam1ly,

and their performance is evaluated in these tems and reflects on _the family.

A » ..

7~
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» focus of emphasis in a ﬁarticular family. Vexy few ranch families do
’ 3

al
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For these as well as other reasons, this category of behavior can lead to .
conflict as well as to unity in social relations. And it is for this
reason that this sphere af the women's role contains somewhat more potential

for the exercise of power and authority than the other spheres which alsp

have this potential. )
]

y)

L g ) .
ALl of these spheres of ranchwomen's role have evolved out of histori-

cal conditioms and adapted to the needq;of each generation of ranch

2

families, Any and all of thése spheres of Eﬁe role can overlap-each'other

in a given day in the life of a ranchwoman; and any sphere can be the

.

e

not ﬁtilize‘tﬁese spheres to some degree’at different stages of the life

cycle. Together they. contribute to the definition of the ranch family
N ‘ RN ¢ *

as a partnership and of‘yomen's role as an integration of economic and .

|
-
[N
-

social function, of.instrumental purpose and symbolic expression

L. * ~
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