
History of the 
Sidesaddle Timeline 

 

The history of sidesaddle is a bit tricky. Not everyone agrees to 
the exact timeline; but to the best of our ability, we have 

captured the major milestones here.  
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THE ADVANCEMENT 
OF WOMEN 

 Throughout much of 
history, societal success has 
depended upon our 
companion animal, the 
horse.  Nearly all modern 
commerce and progress are 
owed to this faithful animal, 
whose speed and strength 
have led to urbanization 
and industrialization. For a 
long time, women were not 
a great part of this 
developing progress.  They 
were not mobile and were 
not habituated to the 
engines of commerce, 
horses.  Women did not 
work the animals and did 
not ride them.  It was 
prudishly not considered 
proper for women, who 
were not wearing trousers, 
to ride astride, like a man.  

With the invention and 
gradual improvements in 
sidesaddle design however, 
women gained a great deal 
of freedom.  Despite their 
cumbersome clothing, they 
were at last able to sit front
-facing and have control of 
the horse.  Roads that were 
nearly impassable for most 
of the year to coach or 
buggy at last opened up to 
women.  They could travel 
nearly as freely as did men, 
and so, there are perhaps 
valuable lessons to be 
learned about the 
sidesaddle’s relationship to 
female collaboration and 
the beginning of female 
advancement. 

HISTORY OF THE SIDESADDLE 

501 AD-600 AD- Historians believe 
sidesaddle began as early as the 6th 
century.  The god of blacksmiths, 
Hephestus, has been pictured riding 
sidesaddle on a mule shown on 
artwork displayed on the side of a 
vase  (3,4). 
 
500-1500 AD-  Medieval Era- the lady 
sat on the side of the horse on a 
planchette or as a pillion passenger 
and was not allowed to control how 
she would travel nor was she able to 
travel independently.  She must ride a 
pillion or in a carriage (7). 
 
1100-1200- Riding sideways became 
popular in Italy, Spain and France (9). 
 
1382-   In the beginning, it was only 
men who rode horses and women 
were just their passengers. Women 
would ride behind their male 
counterparts, riding pillion, sitting on 
an attached cushion or blanket, being 
as modest as possible and keeping 
both of their legs together. This was 
also due to the fashion at the time, 
women wore heavy layers of skirts, 
and it was impossible to ride astride 
and maintain their modesty while 
doing so (3,4). 
 
1500-1600- Catherine de’ Medici is 
credited with inspiring a saddle that 
allowed the woman to face forward. 
In this saddle, she hooked her right 
leg around a pommel on the saddle 
and placed her left foot in a stirrup. 
This gave her a fighting chance to stay 
in the saddle and handle the reins 
herself. But even this saddle only 
allowed her to proceed slowly—any 
speed was dangerous (8, 9). 
 
1558- Queen Elizabeth practiced 
riding sidesaddle seriously and thus 
helped make it more popular (1).  
 
 
 

1600’s- ladies rode aside and the 
saddles were seats placed sideways 
on the horse with a variety of 
footboards, backrests and guardrails 
(1). 
 
1700- a tall slender horn appeared on 
the saddle and the footboard 
disappeared (1). 
 
1777- Sybil Ludington, daughter of 
Col. Henry Ludington, made history 
for her famous night ride in April, 
1777.  In order to muster her father’s 
troops, she started riding at night, 
through very difficult terrain with 
Royalists, highwaymen, and looters 
along the way.  Sybil rode until dawn, 
using a stick to prod the horse and to 
knock on doors.  She rode twice as far 
as had Paul Revere, but unlike him, 
she completed her ride!  Today her 
statue can be seen on the shore of 
Lake Gleneida in Carmel, New York, 
her likeness mounted aside on 
horseback.   

 
1781-  In May, 1781, young patriotic 
Emily Geiger, from what is now South 
Carolina, volunteered to take her 
elderly father’s place as a civilian 
messenger for General 
Greene.   Because General Greene’s 
troops were exhausted and weak 
from malnutrition, a civilian was the 
logical choice.  Emily completed most 
of the treacherous 70-mile ride 
before being captured by the Tories 
and imprisoned briefly at Fort 
Granby.  With capture imminent, 
Emily destroyed the complicated 
written message regarding troops and 
troop movements.  She had 
committed the message to memory, 
and after her release, she slipped 
away and rode on to deliver it to 
General Sumter.  This is a story nearly 
lost.  There is only a poor stone 
marker at her grave.       
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1830’s-  An additional pommel (leaping 
horn) was introduced by Jules Pellier 
(7) enabling women to stay on at 
gallop and having more freedom of 
movement (2).  Sidesaddle riding was 
mostly for ladies of higher social class 
(2) .  A balance strap was added to the 
sidesaddle (9). The leaping horn did 
not become popular in the United 
States until after the Civil War (9). 
 
1839- Molly Dyer Goodnight, born in 
1839, also led an exciting life.  Her 
husband, Charles Goodnight, was an 
early pioneer cattleman near Pueblo, 
Colorado, and later in the Palo Duro in 
Texas.  In 1870, he commissioned for 
his new bride, a new type of 
sidesaddle, built to his specifications, 
and constructed locally in Pueblo.  A 
variety of makers soon adopted the 
design for what came to be known as 
the Goodnight Saddle.  Based on a 
working ranch saddle of the time with 
western bars, it had a more forgiving fit 
than any sidesaddle in use at the time 
because it could be used on almost any 
horse on the ranch. 
 
1850- removal of the knee rest to the 
right of the horse increased safety and 
brought the lady’s sidesaddle to its 
best design (1). 
 
1861-1865- Civil War- “Sidesaddle” 
and “purity” was so prevalent that 
even the ladies in Civil War camps kept 
their legs off to the side under dresses 
so long that they nearly reached the 
ground! One kick of her horse would 
spell disaster for this lady approaching 
an officer’s quarters, decorated with a 
Union flag for a curtain. You can see 
why these hoop skirts allowed women 
to smuggle supplies, ammunition, food 
and medicine across enemy lines! (8). 
 
1875- The first ladies safety skirt was 
introduced. 
 
1881- Etiquette on how to dress 

sidesaddle was introduced (1). 
 
1870- Colonel Charles Goodnight, a 
Texas cattleman, commissioned a 
sidesaddle to be built for his wife by 
S.C. Gallop from Pueblo, Colorado, 
which was designed to be rugged.  The 
western stock saddle design gained in 
popularity (9). 
 
1893- The Horsewoman: A Practical 
Guide to Side-Saddle Riding was 
published. Author Hayes wrote: “The 
fact of a lady having to ride in a side 
saddle, subjects her to three 
disadvantages: she is unable, without 
assistance, to mount as readily as a 
man; she cannot apply the pressure of 
the leg to the right side of the horse; 
and she cannot ‘drop her hands’ in 
order to pull her horse together to the 
same extent as he can.” By 1900, 
American women were split on the 
issue—along geographic lines. Women 
in the East clung to the sidesaddle as 
proper and necessary, while Western 
women saw them as impractical and 
dangerous. Western women were far 
more likely to use a horse for farm and 
ranch labor than their Eastern sisters, 
who saw the horse as a weekend 
entertainment (8).  

Early sidesaddles were used by 
women during the American 
Revolutionary War, but these 
saddles were insecure and often 
dangerous, although they did 
provide nearly front-facing 
seating and fast 
transportation.  Usually these 
early saddles had hooks secured 
onto the off side so as to allow 
the carrying of bags of grain or 
other staples.  Thanks to these 
early saddles, two American 
women were war heroines.      

Sybil Ludington, daughter of 
Col. Henry Ludington, made 
history for her famous night 
ride in April, 1777.  In order to 
muster her father’s troops, she 
started riding at night, through 
very difficult terrain with 
Royalists, highwaymen, and 
looters along the way.  Sybil 
rode until dawn, using a stick to 
prod the horse and to knock on 
doors.  She rode twice as far as 
had Paul Revere, but unlike him, 
she completed her ride!  Today 
her statue can be seen on the 
shore of Lake Gleneida in 
Carmel, New York, her likeness 
mounted aside on horseback.   

 In May, 1781, young patriotic 
Emily Geiger, from what is now 
South Carolina, volunteered to 
take her elderly father’s place 
as a civilian messenger for 
General Greene.   Because 
General Greene’s troops were 
exhausted and weak from 
malnutrition, a civilian was the 
logical choice.  Emily completed 
most of the treacherous 70-mile 
ride before being captured by 
the Tories and imprisoned 
briefly at Fort Granby.  With 
capture imminent, Emily 
destroyed the complicated 
written message regarding 
troops and troop 
movements.  She had 
committed the message to 
memory, and after her release, 
she slipped away and rode on to 
deliver it to General 
Sumter.  This is a story nearly 
lost.  There is only a poor stone 
marker at her grave.    
 



HISTORY OF THE SIDESADDLE  1900’S– PRESENT  

1901- Munsey’s Magazine published 
an article addressing the issue of 
whether women should ride astride 
(1).  
 
1905- By now, the sidesaddle was a 
permanent fixture for women and any 
suggestion to the contrary was met 
with harsh words. Like the Los 
Angeles Times male columnist in 
1905: “The woman does not live who 
can throw her leg over the back of a 
horse without profaning the grace of 
femininity; or grasp with her 
separated knees the shoulders of her 
mount without violating the laws of 
good taste; or appear in the cross-
saddle with any semblance of dignity, 
elegance or poise.” 
 
1910- In September 1910, “Two-Gun” 
Nan accepted the challenge and took 
off from San Francisco to New York 
City on a mare named Lady Ellen. She 
carried a letter to New York City’s 
Mayor William Jay Gaynor. The letter 
was from San Francisco’s Mayor 
Patrick Henry McCarthy. Her horse 
went through 14 pairs of horseshoes! 
Nan insisted on doing all the shodding 
herself, just as she took care of 
anything else her horse required. In 
all, “Two-Gun” Nan and Lady Ellen 
traveled 4,496 miles in 180 days, 
arriving in New York City on July 9, 
1911. One New York newspaper 
announced her arrival with a picture 
and the headline, “Snappy Western 
Girl Who Rode Horse Clear Across 
Continent (8).” 
 
1914-1939-  Sidesaddle began to fall 
out of favor for a couple of 
reasons.  One reason was the 
emancipation of women, another was 
the financial crisis of the1930’s, which 
created a decline of the number of 
families who could afford servants to 
help with tacking up. 
 
1915- Esther Stace rode sidesaddle 
and jumped 6'6" at the Sydney Royal 
Easter Show (4, 5). 

1930- Riding astride became socially 
acceptable due to the women’s 
suffrage movement where the 
suffragettes believed riding 
sidesaddle was symbolic of male 
domination (2). 
 
1939 - 1945- WWII meant shortages 
and the emergence of a less affluent 
society. Many who might have 
inherited side saddles and habits from 
previous generations now chose to 
ride astride (6). Men riding sidesaddle 
laid field telephone cable from a cable
-drum on the back of a galloping 
horse.  Farm workmen riding very 
wide-backed draft horses bareback to 
or from the fields found it easier to sit 
sideways than astride (7). 

 
1970- Riding sidesaddle experienced a 
modest return to fashion in historical 
reenactment, sport or an appreciation 
of its perceived elegance (4). The US 
Bicentennial celebration in 1976 
created a surge in historical saddles. A 
similar surge happened in Europe in 
1970 causing saddle manufacturers 
(Skyhorse, Steele, Swain, Comel, and 
Heritage) to create more sidesaddles, 
and ones that were wider and larger 
to accommodate larger horses and 
riders (9). 
 
1974- International Side Saddle 
Association (founded 1974). 

 
2005- The World Side Saddle 
Federation Inc, and International Side 
Saddle Association merged to create 
the International Side Saddle 
Organization (9). 
 
2007- American Sidesaddle 
Association (founded 2007) preceded 
by the Mid-West Sidesaddle 
Federation, (World Side-Saddle 
Federation ). 

A BETTER DESIGN 

As time moved on, there were 
many other examples of women 
who used the sidesaddle to free 
themselves for travel and 
work.  One was Mary Ramsey 
Lemons Wood, the Queen 
Mother of Oregon.  Born on a 
farm near Knoxville, Tennessee, 
she became an American pioneer 
when she immigrated to the 
Oregon Territory in 
1852.  Aboard her horse, Martha 
Washington, she traveled the 
perilous trails.  Mary was an 
essential member of the party 
because of her skills as an 
accomplished midwife.  

 Molly Dyer Goodnight, born in 
1839, also led an exciting 
life.  Her husband, Charles 
Goodnight, was an early pioneer 
cattleman near Pueblo, Colorado, 
and later in the Palo Duro in 
Texas.  In 1870, he commissioned 
for his new bride, a new type of 
sidesaddle, built to his 
specifications, and constructed 
locally in Pueblo.  A variety of 
makers soon adopted the design 
for what came to be known as 
the Goodnight Saddle.  Based on 
a working ranch saddle of the 
time with western bars, it had a 
more forgiving fit than any 
sidesaddle in use at the time 
because it could be used on 
almost any horse on the ranch.  It 
also accommodated more rear 
movement of the horse.  The 
leaping head, which curved over 
the rider’s left leg and secured 
her in the seat, was 
innovative.  Also, the seat in the 
Goodnight allowed a bit more 
movement for the rider, as was 
needed on the trail.  For a long 
time, Molly was the only white 
woman in the Palo Duro.  Her 
many adventures included 
working cattle alongside the 
ranch hands, braving contacts 
with hostile Comanche, and 
finally, a friendship of sorts, with 
Quanah Parker, Chief of all the 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Field_telephone
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Draft_horse
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bareback
http://www.sidesaddle.com/
http://www.sidesaddle.com/
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EVOLUTION TO MODERN 
TIMES 

The leaping head feature, which 
allowed the rider to face fully 
forward, was a great advantage to 
balance and to the comfort of the 
horse.  Suddenly, women of means 
could go for rides in the parks and 
along the roads to visit 
friends.  They could participate in 
formal hunts with their husbands, 
even taking jumps.  Working class 
women could travel safely to the 
general store, to the feed mill, for 
work as teachers, for midwifery, or 
simply to visit family and friends.     

Just a few years ago, elderly 
Appalachian women often told 
stories of how they used their 
sidesaddles, carrying their baby in 
front and an older child 
behind.  They could tie cloth bags 
of feed or groceries on the off-side 
of the saddle. The Sears and 
Montgomery Ward companies 
sold affordable sidesaddles in their 
catalogs for both wealthy and 
common women. 

Today, horses are the machines of 
commerce in only a few isolated 
areas of the country, but there 
have never been more horses alive 
in this country than there are 
today.  Sidesaddle use is once 
again increasing, as women return 
to the safety and elegance of the 
riding style.  They have learned 
that they can compete on equal 
footing with astride riders.  The 
sidesaddle riders hunt, event, 
jump, and participate in 
competitive trail riding.  They are 
in horse shows, parades, and 
western games.  Sidesaddle units 
are yearly participants in the 
McDonald’s Thanksgiving Day 
Parade in Chicago and the 
Louisville Kentucky Derby Pegasus 
Parade.  They are on hand at many 
state equine shows and in local 
events throughout the country.   
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