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Bringing the Past to Life – In a Sidesaddle!

Texas Sidesaddle Riders – Preserving our Riding Heritage

The Elegance of Riding Aside

By JENNIFER WILLIAMS, Ph.D.

About one hundred and fifty years ago, if a woman of “good breeding” wanted to ride a horse, she rode in a sidesaddle.  Those days, women rode for many reasons:  to visit friends and family, to “be seen” and for exercise.  Some women also rode for an occasional escape from their every day lives.  And in Texas and the west, women moved cattle to new pastures, checked fences and performed other ranch chores in their sidesaddles.

Although sidesaddle riding was at its height from the mid 1800s through the early 1900s, women began riding sidesaddle centuries earlier.  No one is certain exactly when, but ancient Greek vases and Celtic artwork depict women riding with both legs on one side of the horse.  Paintings and drawings from the Early Middle Ages depict women sitting sideways on a horse led by a man or seated behind a man on a small padded seat called a pillion.  Only noblewomen could afford a horse of their own, and this new method of travel let them escape stuffy, uncomfortable coaches and ride in fresh air where their subjects could see them.  However they could not control their own horses and were merely passengers atop their backs.

Advances made in sidesaddle design in the mid-1300s and 1500s gave women limited control of their mounts when sitting aside.  Further developments in the early 1800s allowed women to ride facing forward with both legs on one side of the horse.  That gave the rider full control of her horse, allowed her to go where she liked and do anything a man could do astride a horse:  gallop, jump, compete in horse shows and perform ranch chores. 

However in the late 1800s, women who did not mind being “different” began riding astride.  They sought equality in all areas of their lives and riding astride was one more way women could prove that they were just as capable as men.  Women came to feel that the sidesaddle was another way men tried to belittle and subjugate them, so they abandoned it in favor or men’s saddles. Sidesaddle riding almost faded into our history.

Ironically today women who don’t mind being considered “unusual” are buying sidesaddles, training their horses and showing off their new-found skills. Rhonda Watts-Hettinger, a founding member of the Texas Sidesaddle Riders and director of the American Sidesaddle Association, is just such a person. She started riding sidesaddle as a child so she could show her pony in a fun costume class.  She soon located a book at a thrift store with sidesaddle information and bought it so she could learn more.  Today, she shows her horses in a variety of disciplines, rides with a Civil War re-enactment group and participates in Cowboy Mounted Shooting – all in her sidesaddle.  She also devotes her time to helping others learn about and enjoy sidesaddle riding.

Other women like Rhonda also enjoy preserving an important piece of history:  the sidesaddle.  So few people have ever seen a sidesaddle or understand its history, and even fewer have ridden in one.  A locally based organization, Texas Sidesaddle Riders, hopes to change that.  The organization was formed in 2007 to “promote and enjoy the elegant art of riding aside and preserve a part of our riding heritage.”

Although young, the organization is hoping to schedule a sidesaddle tea later this year.  The tea will provide sidesaddle enthusiasts and those interested in learning more an opportunity to get together to share sidesaddles, habits (riding attire) and basic sidesaddle information.

The group also hopes to host sidesaddle riding clinics and perform riding demonstrations at horse and community events.  During riding demonstrations, group members will ride in their sidesaddles and discuss the history of sidesaddle riding and the clothing worn while riding aside.  Another sidesaddle group, Southern Ohio Ladies Aside, has invited TSR members to ride with them in the Kentucky Derby Pegasus Parade in Lexington, Kentucky in May, and the group also hopes to perform at the Bluebonnet Horse Expo in Austin on October 11 and is accepting invitations to other events.

The group is based in Alvin but accepts members from throughout the state.  Members do not need to own horses – they just must wish to learn more about sidesaddles and help preserve this equestrian art-form for years to come.  Members who join TSR also become members of the American Sidesaddle Association (ASA), an association uniting regional sidesaddle clubs from across the country.  ASA members receive a newsletter and are eligible for an awards program.  

Thanks to the efforts of the Texas Sidesaddle Riders, sidesaddle is making a comeback and will be around for generations to enjoy.

FYI:

Texas Sidesaddle Riders

Website: www.vanbasti.com/tsr/
Email: cowgirljenn@gmail.com

Mailing address: 6320 CR 390, Alvin, TX 77511

Memberships are $20/year for an individual and include a subscription to the American Sidesaddle Association newsletter, access to the TSR email list and enrollment in the ASA awards program.  

FYI:

American Sidesaddle Association

Website: www.americansidesaddleassociation.org
Email: info@americansidesaddleassociation.org
Address: P O Box 886, Graham, NC 27253

Phone: (336) 376-8124

The mission of the American Sidesaddle Association is to preserve the art of riding aside, foster community amongst sidesaddle riders, and serve as a resource to sidesaddle enthusiasts throughout the United States.

The association offers a newsletter to members and an awards program with categories for showing aside, promoting sidesaddle riding and more.

