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This family photo invites questions about more than date and location!  

Available only as a cropped digital copy, the original paper photograph may 
have offered clues to questions raised by this image. Is this photo a special event 
documented by a studio photographer? Or did an amateur photographer armed with 
an inexpensive Kodak capture a snapshot of an everyday scene? The kind of paper 
and photo mount, dimensions, finished edges, and true color tone could indicate the 
date, and a studio imprint could estimate both date and location. Minus the original 
photo, the clothing, landscape, and a bit of family lore can address a number of 
questions. Where and when was this photo taken? Why are the women dressed as 
they are? And why are they shooting rifles, anyway?  

A relative in this photo, the woman on the far right, is known to have graduated 
from Valparaiso University (Valparaiso, Indiana) in 1909 or 1910 and then taught 
school in Enderlin, North Dakota, until 1916 or 1917. Indiana or North Dakota? A 
quick Google search verifies that railroads had arrived in both Valparaiso and 
Enderlin before 1909. However, Valparaiso lies in northwest Indiana on a glacial 
moraine with hilly terrain and kettle lakes. Enderlin, on the other hand, lies on the 
grasslands of southeastern North Dakota. The landscape resembles prairie grassland 
more than moraine, so North Dakota seems likely.  
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All five women wear practical styles of clothing better suited for a wider range 
of activities than the clothing worn in the nineteenth century. Gone are the high 
collars and corseted S-shaped silhouettes that dominated fashion until 1909. The skirt 
styles of the two fashionably dressed women on the right narrow the dates for this 
photo. The woman on the far right wears a shorter style influenced by the hobble, a 
decidedly impractical skirt with a narrow hemline circumference that had come into 
mainstream fashion by 1912. Her skirt is identical to a McCall sewing pattern dated 
1913 in the Commercial Pattern Archive (University of Rhode Island). The woman 
beside her wears a tailor-made, a suit with a modestly elevated waistline, longer 
jacket, and shorter, slightly barrel-shaped skirt, all of which anticipate the practical 
silhouettes of World War I (1914-1918). Their skirts date the photo to about 1913, 
supporting the North Dakota location. The bucket hat and plain wide-brimmed hats 
are also consistent with 1913. Does the hamper hold lunch for their day out? 

The three women on the left wear longer gored skirts with slightly elevated 
waistlines.* Enlarging the photo reveals the exciting possibility that one or more of 
the women wears an equestrienne skirt, a divided skirt (like culottes) covered with a 
wide piece buttoned and sewn over the front so it looks like an ordinary skirt. The 
Commercial Pattern Archive includes a similar sewing pattern for an equestrienne 
skirt dated 1910. All of the longer, flared skirts on these three are consistent with a 
1910 silhouette, earlier than the hobble or tailor-made. The older yet more practical 
style allowed a wider stance for shooting while bracing feet against the tracks. Notice 
the stance of the woman in the up-to-date hobble skirt looks constrained and less 
stable. Historians in general have underestimated the limitations that women's 
clothing placed on participation in many sports, writes dress historian Patricia 
Campbell Warner in When the Girls Came Out to Play: The Birth of American 
Sportswear (University of Massachusetts Press, 2006). Warner points out that clothing 
was as constraining as societal rules for women; tight corsets, high collars, and 
voluminous skirts had prevented nineteenth-century women from participating in 
certain physical activities.  
 Location and date aside, why were these women shooting rifles? Women in 
rural and frontier America shot game for the table or to sell, and there were target-
shooting societies like Wisconsin's Schuetzenverein, as Joan Severa depicts in 
Dressed for the Photographer (Kent State University Press, 1995). However, Annie 
Oakley (Phoebe Anne Moses, 1860-1926) may figure prominently in the historical 
context for this photo. Not the mid-century, quasi-fictional Ethel-Merman-Annie-Get-
Your-Gun Annie Oakley, but the actual "Champion Markswoman" of Buffalo Bill's Wild 
West Show. Annie Oakley, an exceptional athlete from an impoverished family, grew 
up shooting game. She joined the Wild West Show in 1885 and toured for decades 
throughout America and Europe. Famous for precision and speed with a rifle, she was 
also known for her trademark femininity. Annie sewed her own demure wardrobe, 
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wore full skirts, and always rode sidesaddle, even for her sharpshooting 
performances. Between shows she did embroidery and entertained guests with tea 
and cakes in her tent furnished with carpets and comfortable furniture, her favorite 
rifles lining the walls. 
 Annie Oakley’s Victorian demeanor made her “acceptable and appealing to 
everyone in her audience, young or old, male or female, old-fashioned or modern," 
writes biographer and historian Glenda Gates Riley in The Life and Legacy of Annie 
Oakley (University of Oklahoma Press, 1994). Femininity softened her spectacular 
achievements in a male-dominated sport and popularized recreational shooting, for 
women in particular. She avoided politics but had a passionate belief in women 
learning to shoot. Annie Oakley taught shooting to thousands and encouraged 
women to take up shooting for self-protection, food procurement, and healthy 
exercise. Although other possibilities lurk in history, it is not unreasonable to consider 
Annie Oakley an inspiration for these women.  
 The grandmother in this photo left teaching when she gave birth to her first 
child in 1917. She continued to live in Enderlin until her family moved to Seattle in 
1926. She died in 1930. Her daughter, who was thirteen when her mother passed 
away, never mentioned any family history of  shooting to her own daughter (who did, 
however, wear an Annie Oakley cowgirl outfit when she was five). 
 Some women still bear long arms in the American West. Recently, a library 
director in a small western city announced to her staff that she had killed her first 
rattlesnake in the front yard that morning before work. Polished it off with a shotgun. 
She was wearing jeans and a tee shirt, and it is tempting to believe that her 
predecessors in this photo would have approved. 

* Gores are rectangular pieces of fabric, narrower at one end, sewn together vertically to create a 
flared shape in the skirt. 
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