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Figure 10.3. Gender roles were blurred in leisure activities too. Rocking P Gazette, April 
1924, 9. Property of the Blades and Chattaway families and their descendants.



15310 | Principles of Need

women a power of their own was simply their small numbers relative 
to males. The Rocking P Gazette represents a society in some ways still 
proudly tied to the past, and it also reflects the reality that in one import-
ant respect that society had not changed a great deal demographically. 
In the earliest days of settlement, around the turn of the twentieth cen-
tury, males had outnumbered females by two or three to one depending 
on the geographic location.23 For that reason young men had been con-
stantly preoccupied with finding a mate. By the 1920s the gender gap 
in Alberta had narrowed, but it had not by any stretch disappeared. In 
1921, there were 324,208 males and 264,246 females in the province. The 
disparity was about 22 percent. However, in the ages where both gen-
ders might be expected to be most interested in matrimony—between 25 
and 54 years—there were 142,741 males and only 98,568 females.24 The 
disparity was almost 45 percent. Moreover, in the countryside, where 
the wage-earning component on the bigger farms and ranches was over-
whelmingly male, it had to be considerably larger than in other more 
populous areas. 

In this social environment, young frontier men met few women, 
single or married, in the course of life, and for that reason alone they 
had been liable to feel uncomfortable and somewhat inadequate in their 
presence. “I can’t remember that I ever spoke to but three good women in 
all the time after I left my family,” a Montana cowboy reminisced, “and 
they were all older women, or at least they were married … I’d been … 
living with men. We didn’t consider we were fit to associate with [a good 
woman] … the cowpunchers was afraid [of them]. “We were so damned 
scared for fear that we would do or say something wrong—mention a leg 
or something like that would send them up in the air.”25 One cowpuncher 
related an incident involving a school teacher who “was a great favorite 
with everybody.” One evening when he was at a dance the floor manager 
announced a “Ladies’ Choice.” He “heard that call and figured [he] was 
out for that dance—and took a big chew of tobacco.” “To my surprise,” he 
said, “this little lady stepped up to me and asked me for that dance. Now 
I had no chance to get rid of that chew and rather than let the little queen 
know I chewed tobacco or lose that dance, I swallowed the whole works, 
tobacco juice and all.” Later, the same guy commented on the “high re-
gard and respect we had for those good women of that day, as we saw so 



Clay Chattaway and Warren Elofson154

few of them.” He told about an “old hard-faced cowpuncher that had a 
grouch about something,” and would be spouting off about it. “When 
one of those women would give him some little attention, his face would 
soften up until you couldn’t tell it from the face of the Virgin Mary.”26

Dorothy and Maxine understood how relatively rare, cherished, and 
sought after “good women” still were among the predominantly single 
males on the Macleay holdings, and in issue after issue of their newspa-
per they gave vent to what they saw as their perpetual quest. “Special no-
tice will be called to the cowpunchers, who since the new ‘school marm’ 
has arrived [for the Muirhead school], are looking fine in new chaps, 
spurs, shirts, etc. and in some cases even new overalls,” they jokingly 
commented in their September 1923 issue.27 Months later Robert Raynor 
reported for the Gazette:

The annual meeting of the Muirhead School D[istrict] # 
2032 was held in the Muirhead school at 2 O’Clock P.M. 
on January 12th. Ratepayers present were; P. Comrie, T. W.  
McKinnon, A. Leman, Chas Dew, H. Jenkins and R. Raynor. 
A. Leman was re-elected trustee.28 It is amusing! You can 
hardly get a connected sentence out of those dry-hide bach-
elors when it comes to educating the children of the district, 
but it is surprising, it is marvelous, how they emerge from 
their semi-coma state when the subject changes to whether 
we have to engage a man or a lady teacher. The tidal wave 
was running heavy in favor of a lady teacher.29

The girls realized that their ranch hands envisaged forming a relationship 
with any female of the right age who happened to appear in the country-
side. They may have known, too, that few suitable ladies ever settled very 
long in any of the districts without being bombarded with proposals for 
marriage.30 Frederick Ings thought this worthy of mention when he com-
posed his memoirs in the 1930s. “In frontier countries, girls are scarce, 
and so it was here. Hardly had a visiting sister, niece or friend arrived, 
than she was besieged by suitors. Practically, every girl or young woman 
who came in married at once. In fact, it was looked upon as a for[e]gone 
conclusion.”31 Ethel Watts, herself, was engaged to Tom McKinnon, one 
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of the Macleays favourite ranch hands, just in time for it to be mentioned 
in the later editions of the Gazette.32 

It also reflects their understanding of their audience that on average 
the girls wrote at least one short story for each issue about one or more 
cowboys searching or competing for a country damsel. All the stories of-
fer refreshingly unencumbered plots. “The Easter Lily” by “Coyote Cal” 
in March 1925 relates how Pete the cowboy, after inflicting a beating 
on another potential suitor from the city, finds the power to express his 
love to the young lady named Lily through a flower of the same name at 
Eastertime.33 “Mixed Up,” in September 1923, is about a detective named 
Slim who, after falling in love with a cowhand named Curly while the 
latter is disguised as a woman, in the end finds true love with Curly’s 
sister Shannon.34 In “The Dying Cowboy,” by “Antelope Al,” a ranch 
hand bonds with a young lady after being fatally hurt in a fall from a 
wild bronco. “Ann leaned over and met the lips of the dying cowboy. His 
brown eyes smiled up into hers for an instant, his grey lips twisted and 
he passed over the great divide.”35 

It also reflects demographic conditions that near the end of each 
monthly issue of the Gazette Dorothy and Maxine included a personal 
column designated “matrimonial bureau.” Beyond doubt, it was meant 
as a spoof, but it would be difficult to make the argument that it was 
socially irrelevant. 

These entries come from the December 1923 issue.36

 
Handsome young lady wishes to correspond with attractive 
Cow-puncher with view to matrimony. Good flap-jack 
thrower and whistler. Red-headed man preferred.—Miss. 
B., Muirhead, Alberta.

Young lady wishes to correspond with cow-boy who can 
cook and keep house, lady musical and fond of travel. 
Photos exchanged. Ilene K. Box 3. Edmonton, Alberta.

Handsome young Cowpuncher wishes to correspond 
with dark-haired young lady, one who can teach school 
preferred. Apply, High (Box H.) River. Alberta.
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Who Will Take Me; –– ? 
Crippled cowpuncher wishes old but nimble wife. Must be 
good cook and house-keeper as puncher has one leg off at 
knee, and a hook hand. Apply soon as possible to Robbers’ 
Roost, Alberta.

Wanted— 
Wealthy young wife, looks don’t count. Man very homely 
but stylish dresser. J.D.B. Okotoks, A.

Wanted – 
Wife. Must be good cook, able to fry steak and boil water. 
Not over thirty. Apply to C.H., High River.

Cowpuncher wants wife to run outfit for him. Has good 
house and a large set of unbreakable dishes. Box 322, 
Muirhead, Alta.

 
As the family ranches or ranch/farms rose out of the ashes of the cattle 
corporations and established the second cattle frontier during the first 
two or three decades of the twentieth century, their participants learned 
that collaboration was a necessary strategy for economic survival. This 
encouraged (or forced) them to understand that they were more resilient 
when working closely together in face of emergencies such as forest fires, 
just as they were when tackling routines such as putting up hay or nurtur-
ing and protecting their stock. Necessity, along with a numerical shortage 
of females, also influenced them in some ways to hold women, relatively 
speaking, in high respect while overlooking some traditional ideals. 

This could and did at times have redeeming and gender-levelling 
effects. To quote an expert on the lives of western women during this 
period on the American frontier: “within the new and often unfamil-
iar sphere of activities imposed by frontier conditions, women compro-
mised few of their Eastern-dictated goals, but they did find new outlets of 
expression and new fields for personal development and satisfaction.”37 
Laura Macleay’s case also provides support for this statement as well as 
Mary Kinnear’s argument, noted above, that women in rural western 
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Figure 10.4. Humorous because it’s not totally fictitious. “Matrimonial Bureau,” 
Rocking P Gazette, March 1925, 72. Property of the Blades and Chattaway families and 
their descendants.
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Canada during the interwar period gained a sense of their own stature 
on the land through their essential contributions to the rural economy.38 

Again, this does not suggest that women on western ranches and 
farms achieved equality. The world was not ready for that. Even the men 
in the United Farmers of Alberta party, who did so much to promote 
women’s rights including the vote in provincial and national elections 
and dower privileges, did not foresee the path to parity.39 It does appear, 
however, that many rural women felt they were genuinely working in 
partnership with their husbands, which must, in turn, have brought 
some (perhaps many) of them a certain amount of confidence as well as 
self-esteem. This might also, then, help to explain why an almost endless 
list of western women the likes of Emily Murphy, Henrietta Edwards, 
Nellie McClung, Irene Parlby, Louise McKinney, Violet McNaughton, 
Ida McNeal, Mary McCallum, Georgina Binnie-Clark, and Hannah 
Gale were inspired to achieve so much politically, socially, or academi-
cally in the course of one lifetime.40 It could, moreover, suggest a reason 
why women were able to win the franchise in the three prairie provinces 
before they attained it at the national level, despite the fact that the total 
population base (and especially the total female population base) of the 
three provinces was far smaller than that of Ontario alone.41 Arguably, 
it was by living in frontier society and viewing what so many so-called 
ordinary women achieved in establishing and then sustaining the ranch-
ing and farming frontiers that these women were emboldened to believe 
in, and to act upon, their own vast potential. The fact that two very young 
ladies like Dorothy and Maxine Macleay had the temerity, albeit with 
their female teacher’s help, to produce the seventeen monthly editions 
of the Rocking P Gazette, with all its art, current events, scholarship, wit, 
and humour, seems to bolster this interpretation.42 




