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Montana’s Champion
Bronc Rider

by Liz Stiffler & Tona Blake

An old friend of the Sperry and Hilger families in the Gates of
the Mountains area along the Missouri River north of Helena,
Brian O’Connell, remembers the first time he saw Fannie Sperry-
Steele. It was 1906 or 1907, not long after the nine-year-old
O’Connell had arrived at the Herrin ranch near Wolf Creek to live
with his sister. Fannie had ridden over to the ranch intent on
trading a gentle mare for an unbroken, nearly wild, horse that
she fancied. The cowboys, who could not ride the horse, ac-
cepted the teenage Fannie’s offer, helped her unsaddie her
mare, and then asked her how she intended to get her newly ac-
quired horse home. Much to the amazement of the smiling, confi-
dent cowhands and the young O’Connell, she replied, ‘‘Well, ’'m
going to ride him.’”’ The boys standing around the corral at the
Herrin place that day may have heard about Fannie’s riding
talents, and they may have known that she had won a relay race
or two, but they were unprepared for the rest of the scene. Fling-
ing her saddle up on the unbroken horse’s back and cinching it
down, Fannie swung her slim frame into the saddle, eased the
straining horse around the corral a few times and nonchalantly
headed over the mountains for home. O’Connell and his older
companions were impressed.! And well they should have been,
because the attractive young woman who rode a horse they
could not was destined to become the best known horsewoman
in Montana and to be proclaimed the ‘‘Ladies’ Bucking Horse
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Twenty-six-year-old Fannie Sperry-
Steele on “Midnight”’ at the Winnipeg
Stampede in 1913, where she won her
second world championship title.

Champion of the

World.”” In a professional

rodeo career that spanned two
decades, Fannie Sperry-Steele
from Montana’s Prickly Pear Valley
would leave many other experienced "

cowboys scratching their heads as they

watched her break tough horses and ride even

wilder ones. She became a legend in her own time, but her

story has more to it than a recitation of her triumphs in the arena.
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ANNIE SPERRY was born on March

27, 1887, the fourth child of Datus and

Rachel Sperry. Fannie grew up with

her two sisters and two brothers on a

ranch north of Helena, Montana Territory. Her

childhood was not unlike other Montana ranch chil-

dren of that era. She learned the basics of ranch

chores, experienced the rigors of an outdoor life in

Montana, went to a country school, and raised live-

stock. But Fannie’s life would take a turn that set her

apart from her childhood friends. That turn, which

would take her miles from home and bring her fame

she could not have imagined as a child, began on the

Sperry ranch with the influence of her parents,
especially her mother.

Fannie’s father, Datus E. Sperry, spent the first
twenty-six years of his life in Ostego County, New
York, where he was born in 1842. His father farmed
in that rural New York county and pursued the trade
of carpenter. Datus worked as a farmhand and
learned carpentry skills before moving with his fami-
ly to Michigan in 1868. In Michigan Datus secured
employment as a gardener and caretaker on an estate
near Detroit. He worked on the estate for several
years and also met his future wife, Rachel Schroeder,
who was employed as a seamstress. Datus Sperry
and his brother Myles, perhaps in pursuit of western
goldfield fortunes or just adventure, left Michigan in
the early 1870s to establish a new life on the frontier.

The brothers turned north from the Union Pacific
mainline in Utah and surveyed the opportunities in
Montana. Staying on the east side of the mountains,
Datus and Myles finally settled in Seven Mile Gulch,
half way between the mining town of Silver City and
Helena. Evidently spurning any urge to prospect for
gold, the brothers established themselves as ranchers
in the spring of 1872. Seven years later Datus wrote
Rachel, asking her to come west and be his bride.

Rachel, whose given name was Ernastine Freder-
icka Henrietta, was born in Hanover, Germany, but
grew up in Detroit where her immigrant family set-
tled when she was an infant. Rachel and Datus may
have discussed marriage when they worked for the
same employer in Detroit or they may have remained
in contact while Datus and Myles looked for a place
to settle, for Rachel did not hesitate to accept Datus’
offer of marriage. Carefully packing her sewing
machine and a few other belongings, she prepared
for her journey west. She indulged herself with a few
cuttings of yellow roses, roses that Datus himself had
cared for, to plant near her new home in Montana.

From Detroit to Chicago and westward, Rachel
traveled the standard route so many other migrants
followed in the days before the completion of the

1. Interview with Brian O’Connell, Helena, June 25, 1980.
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Northern Pacific Railroad through Montana. She
went by rail to Bismarck, Dakota Territory, where
she boarded a steamboat, the Montana, headed for
Fort Benton. The Montana docked at Fort Benton on
June 23, 1879, and Datus was waiting. They married
there the following day and spent their honeymoon
traveling along the Mullan Road to Seven Mile
Gulch. What Rachel thought of her first days on the
frontier we can only guess, but the next few years
proved that she could adapt to difficult cir-
cumstances and she met the challenges of her new
life with strength and determination.

Rachel eagerly took on the roles of frontier wife
and ranch helpmate to Datus and brother-in-law
Myles. In 1881, when first daughter Carrie was born,
she added new responsibilities to her life. Bertha in
1883, Arthur in 1884, Fannie in 1887 and Walter in
1889, filled out the Sperry ranch household.

For reasons no longer remembered, Datus and
Rachel dissolved their informal partnership with
Myles in 1884, shortly after Arthur’s birth. Myles re-
tained the Seven Mile Gulch ranch and Datus re-
ceived the ranch stock and moved several miles east
to the Nicholas Hilger ranch, which fronted on the
Missouri River not far from the Gates of the Moun-
tains area. Nicholas Hilger, a German immigrant
who first settled in New York and held federal office
in Montana Territory in the 1860s, had built a sum-
mer residence on his ranch property in 1869. Hilger
and Sperry worked out an agreement that allowed
the Sperrys to reside on the Hilger ranch, harvest
several acres of hay, and winter their stock in return
for the care of Hilger’s stock. The arrangement was
profitable for both parties, but Datus Sperry wanted a
ranch of his own. Within a year he found one.

Four miles north of the Hilger ranch, smack up
against a mountain named Bear’s Tooth by Lewis
and Clark and known locally as the Sleeping Giant,
Datus and Rachel found an abandoned homestead.
The only dwelling on the homestead was a dugout
that had been scraped out of the mountainside, but
Datus saw the promise of his own ranch in the land.
He purchased squatter’s rights, hired a friend and
neighbor, John Synnes, to build him a house and
barn, and moved his family to their new and perma-
nent home “on a rather small creek bottom in the
shadow of one of the West’s most spectacular moun-
tains.”? Once again Rachel brought her yellow roses
to a new home.

The Sperry ranch was predominantly a dairy oper-
ation, although Datus raised enough hay to sell the
surplus at the haymarket in Helena. He also broke
horses for sale and quickly earned the reputation in

2. Amelia Hilger, “Sperry Family History,” unpublished MS, courtesy of
Fannie Sperry-Steele and family, Fannie Sperry-Steele Papers, in private
possession, hereafter cited as Sperry-Steele Papers.





































