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University. His research explores American fashion and textile history of the twentieth cen-
tury focusing on women designers, queer fashion, and Acadian textiles.

When the American cowboy is discussed in historical dress accounts, Black and Creole cowboys are often
absent. This research took an ethnographic approach to analyzing and interpreting the dress practices of
Black and Creole Louisiana cowboys. Data was collected over a period of two years through
ethnographic field observations, in-depth interviews, audio and video recordings, and promotional event
flyers. The investigation yielded a set of unique and evolving dress practices of the Louisiana Black and
Creole cowboys. As this article shows, indigenous Zydeco music, hip-hop and popular culture, partner
dancing, cowboy traditions, urban and streetwear trends, and southern climate condlitions influence these
dress practices. Moreover, this article demonstrates how this community is distinct from other cowboy
communities. For the Black and Creole Louisiana trailriders, traditional aesthetic expressions connect
them to their cultural heritage while modern aesthetic expressions seek to blend external popular culture

with internal indigenous culture.

KEYWORDS cowboy, Black cowboy, Louisiana cowboy, cowboy clothing, cowboy dress,

trailride

Introduction

cowBoys are a key figure in American
history and myth, often depicted as the
archetypical image of a rugged man rid-
ing horseback, clad in a Stetson hat,
plaid shirt, bandana, and worn blue
jeans. The term “cowboy” was coined
from vaquero, a direct translation from
Spanish, which was the native language
of the first cattle ranchers and herders
in Mexico. When these practices
expanded north during the nineteenth
century, American cowboys modified the
tools, techniques, and customs of the
vaqueros." The new frontier warranted a
new aesthetic. This farmer, now coined
cowboy—fueled by white Europeans
moving westward—espoused a more
independent American sensibility which
modified his appearance to account for
the rugged, open land topography.? The
romanticized image that history has per-
petuated was that of a heterosexual cow-
boy.? Additionally, although American
cowboy culture has always been com-
posed of individuals from various ethnic
and geographical backgrounds, the pre-
dominant image in the United States
was that of the white, male, heterosex-
ual, wild Westerner.*

Yet, this singular vision of the cowboy
does not fully represent the breadth of

individuals who identify with cowboy
culture. Black, Creole, and Latinx cow-
boys are indigenous cowboy cultures
that have been historically relegated to
the background. Historic accounts con-
firm that Black, Latinx, and Native
American cowboys were just as much a
part of cattle herding and cross-country
work on horseback as their white coun-
terparts by the mid-nineteenth century
(Figures 1 and 2).5 In the 1870s, after
the Civil War, one out of every three
cowboys in the US were Mexican
vaqueros, and one out of every four cow-
boys was of African descent.®

Images of these diverse cowboys
remain largely unknown in mainstream
and academic accounts. This article
documents, distinguishes, and details
the dress aspects of one contemporary,
marginalized cowboy culture: the Black
and Creole” Louisiana trailriders. The
terms cowboy and trailrider are distinct.
For this research, and adapted from
prior trailride research conducted in
Texas, a cowboy is defined as someone
who performs specific jobs, tasks, or
types of work related to horses, cattle,
farming, or ranching. A trailrider may
also participate in cowboy work but is
distinguished as someone who also seeks
the social aspects of a larger cowboy
community. Trailriders come together to
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Ficure 1 Black cowboy Isom Dart ca. 1890s.

Unidentified photographer, public domain, via
Wikimedia Commons.

practice their cowboy identity in the
context of a larger network of supporters
and to connect with those who share the
common interest of horse culture.®
Because the Louisiana trailriding com-
munity does not fit the white cowboy
archetype perpetuated in popular cul-
ture, the group has experienced what
researchers Valerie Purdie-Vaughns and
Richard P. Eibach term “intersectional
invisibility”: where subordinate groups
are rendered invisible compared to their
dominate group counterparts.” This
invisibility has led Black and Creole
cowboy culture to be absent from his-
tory books, popular media, and retail
marketing.'”

Dress practices are a primary way for
the community to communicate their
unique cowboy identities. Clothing
choice is cited by members as a primary
consideration when preparing to attend
trailride events. Dress items that are per-
sonally negotiated and considered on
their symbolic merit include shirt styles,
denim silhouettes, brand names, boot
shapes, accessory choices, and hat types.
Traditional and conservative dress styles

Ficure 2 Black cowboy in embellished vest and
exaggerated fur chaps ca. early 1900s. Unknown
photographer. Collection of the Smithsonian
National Museum of African American History and
Culture.

are worn by members who seek to keep
familial patterns and cultural traditions
alive and going. Modern and more rad-
ical dress styles are worn by members
whose aim is to assert a new interpret-
ation of what it means to look, be, or do
cowboy today.

These dress distinctions are impor-
tant because they diverge from the his-
toric norm. The archetypal image, as
aforementioned, was of the white cow-
boy whose image perpetuated stereo-
types of heteronormativity, racial
hierarchies, and settler colonialism.!!
The archetypical white American cowboy
is commonly associated with ideas of
freedom, individuality, and self-reliance,
as typified in the image of the Lone
Ranger.'? But among the Louisiana
Black and Creole trailride community,
cowboy expression is characterized by
vastly different practices. For this com-
munity, group dressing symbolizes
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This was confirmed through par-
ticipant interviews. Members
interviewed from the Black and
Creole trailride community
explained how they allow women
to participate in all trailrides, ride
horses, and organize events.
Members interviewed from the
Black and Creole trailride commu-
nity distinguished themselves
from the white community of trail-
riders on this basis, as they
explained that there are white
trailride groups remaining that do
not allow women to participate.

All participants interviewed self-
identified as either ethnically
Black or Creole. The gender
makeup for those formally inter-
viewed included six women and
fourteen men. The sexual orienta-
tion of those formally interviewed
was reported as seventeen het-
erosexual participants, one gay
participant, one lesbian partici-
pant, and one participant who did
not disclose their orientation.

Susan B. Kaiser, The Social
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Appearances in Context, 2nd ed.
(Fairchild Publications, 1997);
Christopher Breward, “Cultures,
Identities, Histories: Fashioning a
Cultural Approach to Dress,”
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Dress, Body, and Culture 2, no. 4
(December 1998): 301-13; Ofra
Goldstein-Gidoni, “Fashioning
Cultural Identity: Body and Dress,”
A Companion to the Anthropology
of Japan (Wiley, 2005), 153-66.

See Kaiser, The Social Psychology of
Clothing.

Inits original iterations, symbolic
interactionism was proposed as a
way of interpreting the meanings that
humans apply to the world around
them and share through social inter-
actions. The examination of practices
of communities to better understand
the lived human experience is a pri-
mary tenet of symbolic interaction-
ism. Human life is conducted within a
community and these communities
are essential contexts for developing
and cultivating shared symbols. See
Herbert Blumer, Symbolic
Interactionism: Perspective and Method
(University of California Press, 1986);
Woodrow W. Clark Il and Michael
Fast, “Mead and Blumer: Social
Theory and Symbolic Interactionism,”
Qualitative Economics: The Science of
Economics (2019): 141-82; G. H. Mead,
“A Behavioristic Account of the
Significant Symbol,” The journal of
Philosophy 19, no. 6 (1922): 157-63;
and R. C. Prus, Symbolic Interaction
and Ethnographic Research:
Intersubjectivity and the Studly of
Human Lived Experience (State
University of New York Press, 1996).

In the Aesthetics of Blackness the-
ory, bell hooks posits that
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familial traditions and togetherness,
either by adopting similar brands that
symbolizes collective identity, or incor-
porating popular culture clothing trends
that symbolizes a desire to keep the cul-
ture relevant to younger generations.

In addition, the Black and Creole
trailride community are more accepting
to non-cis gender expressions than its
white counterparts. Many of the horse-
focused activities within the white trailr-
ide community in Louisiana still restrict
women from participating and riding.'?
This is not the case in among the Black
and Creole community. Moreover, Black
and Creole men on trailrides often chal-
lenge traditional notions of masculinity
through their dress practices. Many
straight men adopt embellished denim
styles and freely wear rhinestone acces-
sories and oversized jewelry, thus sub-
verting gender norms through dress.
This research gives their excluded stories
a platform. Black and Creole trailride
dress practices meaningfully contribute
to the growing vision of what cowboy
culture looks like, how it has evolved,
and where it is going. The aim of this
research is to offer visual and verbal
accounts of long-practicing local cow-
boys in their own words, on their own
terms.

Methodology

A sociocultural and ethnographic
approach was employed in this
research. The first author spent two
years conducting in-person fieldwork,
making field observations, connecting
with community members, taking field-
notes during trailride and dance events,
completing twenty in-depth formal
interviews, and holding informal con-
versations with trailride participants.'*
The sample consisted of twenty partici-
pants, ranging in age from 23 to 70
years old. Two participants identified
as belonging to the “Baby Boomer”
generation, eight participants as
“Generation X” cohort, three partici-
pants identified as “Millennials,” and
seven community members identified

as part of “Generation Z.” Of the
twenty interviewees, six identified as
women and fourteen identified as men.
Participants belonged to different trailr-
ide clubs, no more than two interview-
ees were affiliated with the same club.
In addition, six participants reported
they do not belong to a trailride club
at all.

Scholars Susan Kaiser, Christopher
Breward, and Olfa Goldstein-Gidoni,
along with others, have considered
social and cultural aspects of dress as
central to the construction of individual
identity, group membership, perpetu-
ation and evolution of dress traditions,
and cultural heritage.'> More specific-
ally, theoretical models which speak to
smaller, subcultural communities and
their dress practices were employed in
this research, one such being Kaiser’s
work on ethnic dress, showing that
communities that have distinct dress
practices are not subject to the same
interpretations of mainstream or popu-
lar fashion.'® These unique commun-
ities, one such being the Black and
Creole Louisiana trailriders, use dress
to establish themselves as visually separ-
ate groups, to communicate identity
both within and outside of the group,
to confirm their membership within a
specific trailride group, and to commu-
nicate their aesthetic identity.

Additionally, this article analyzes
these groups’ dress practices through the
lens of symbolic interactionism'” and
the aesthetics of Blackness theories.'®
Symbolic interactionism has been
employed in ethnographic studies to
draw conclusions about the clothed
appearance and its connection to iden-
tity, socialization, community, and cul-
ture.'” For this research, symbolic
interactionism provided a framework for
how the Black and Creole Louisiana
trailride community interacts with cow-
boy symbolism, reinterprets the Western
aesthetic, combines urban and rural
dress genres, and negotiates these sym-
bols through social interactions within
the community.

This study’s findings were also ana-
lyzed using bell hooks’ theories on the
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aesthetics of Blackness and outlaw cul-
ture.” According to hooks, aesthetics is
about how materiality produces culture
and acts as an outlet for artistic expres-
sion. The Black and Louisiana Creole
trailrider aesthetic is its own original
genre of cowboy dress, not a reinterpret-
ation of white, Western tradition. As
hooks states, “It is really important to
dispel the notion that white, Western
culture is ‘the’ location where discussion
of aesthetics emerged” when it is really
“only one location.”?! Therefore, to fur-
ther the discourse on Louisiana Black
and Creole aesthetics, this article consid-
ers traditional, white, cowboy tropes
only for establishing historical context
and not as a lens through which the
research is interpreted.

Hooks also argues against fixed iden-
tities, describing them as limiting, con-
fining, and problematic. Having space to
move beyond the confines imposed by
the mainstream culture allows for mul-
tiple identities to emerge. For hooks,
this is defined as outlaw culture.??
Under outlaw culture, dress is a useful
way to play with identity and power.
Clothing, then, can serve as a vehicle for
transgressing boundaries of powerless-
ness and repression. For the Black and
Creole Louisiana trailride community,
dress is used as way to push against the
fixed identity of mainstream white cow-
boy clothing traditions, and functions as
a safe space to freely perform their own
aesthetic interpretation of how a cowboy
can look.

History of Cowboy Dress

During the eighteenth and early nine-
teenth centuries, cowboy dress stressed
functionality. Early documents indicate
these traditional styles remained largely
unchanged, filling a practical need or a
utilitarian role.?> An academic article
on cowboy dress published in 1933
posited

The dress of the cowboy was picturesque,
but it was not worn to secure this effect.
Every article of his apparel had its own

especial use, and because it was designed
for service rather than for appearance its
style has never changed.**

Functional elements of early cowboy
dress included the broad-brimmed cow-
boy hat, designed for protecting the face
and neck from sun; the neckerchief or
bandana, which served as a makeshift
mask and a solution to harsh elements
the cowboys encountered; pocketed vests
which were a convenient place for carry-
ing items; and boots with a raised heel,
designed to keep a horse rider stable in
stirrups, while the high shaft protected
the legs when navigating thick brush.?®

While many of these cowboy clothing
items are still seen today, the silhouettes,
materials, and styles evolved from func-
tional to fashionable. In the ecarly days,
dress items possessed the specific purpose
of protecting the wearer and supporting
his associated cowboy tasks, and were an
amalgamation of items borrowed from
Native American, English, French, and
Spanish-Mexican ranchers, herders, and
explorers.”® For example, leather jackets
with fringe are a French and Native
American creation; chaps and bandanas
are of Mexican origin; the Spanish som-
brero was the precursor to the cowboy hat;
and early shirt styles took their inspiration
from Victorian England.?”

The post-Civil War years were respon-
sible for significant aesthetic changes
within cowboy culture. During this
period, a transition from the cowboy as
an unglamorous profession to an eclec-
tically attired Western symbol took
place. People began to travel north and
west to settle in new states. This migra-
tion encouraged the adoption of differ-
ent styles in different locations.?® Also
around this time commercial retailers
began marketing Western products to
cowboys and cowboy wannabes alike.
Supply wagons traveled around to
Western settlements and cattle round-
ups offering fabric yardage, ready-to-
wear clothing, belts, leather accessories,
and horse-tack.?® With the introduction
of Buffalo Bill’s Wild West touring
shows in the 1880s, cowboy clothing
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Ficure 3 Performers in Buffalo Bill's Wild West show wearing exaggerated Western dress. “Cowboys” in
this image are seen wearing oversized bandanas and flamboyant woolie chaps. ca. 1900. Public

domain via lllinois State University.

became more performative in nature,
mainly to increase the entertainment
value of these shows. To attract audi-
ence attention and garner interest, cow-
boy dress in Buffalo Bill’s Wild West
show was often exaggerated with extra-
wide brim hats and wooly chaps and
was partly responsible for creating the
market for fashionable cowboy clothing
(Figure 3).30

By the mid-twentieth century, film
and television had become popular
forms of entertainment. During this
period, the demand for Western dramas
and Wild West movies exploded.
Cowboy actors of the time were cos-
tumed in fringed gloves, oversized ban-
danas, exaggerated wooly chaps,
embellished leather vests, highly deco-
rated boots, and ten-gallon hats.?!
When television was introduced into
American homes in the 1950s, viewers

were exposed to larger-than-life cowboy
figures like Gene Autry, Roy Rogers,
and Buckskin Bill.** It was on televi-
sion, on a broad scale, that viewers
could observe cowboy dress up-close
and zoomed in. Consumer demand
sought to emulate the more detailed
and embellished styles which included
intricate embroidery, more vibrant col-
ors, and the addition of studs and
sparkles.

The influence of traveling shows, film,
and television effectively turned the cow-
boy aesthetic from function to fashion
(Figure 4). As live Western shows, TV
dramas, and cowboy-centric films
entered the public sphere and private
homes, producers needed to grab the
attention of their viewers. This was
accomplished, in part, through more
flamboyant cowboy dress styles. Actors
and performers donned brighter colors,
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Ficure 4 Roy Rogers in Nudie Cohn suit. With
the introduction and adoption of television,
viewers could get closer to cowboy dress styles.
On-camera styles had more detail and
embellishment. Nudie Cohn is often credited with
creating this more flamboyant style, often
including fringe, rhinestones, and vibrant colors,
as seen here on Roy Rogers. Public domain via
Orange County Archives.

more extravagant embroidery, and more
exaggerated styles.*> Country musicians
evolved the look, creating a unique
genre of cowboy dress known as the
“rhinestone cowboy.” This new aesthetic
created demand for bolder, showier, and
more campy styles, regardless of
function.?*

Throughout the twentieth century,
cowboy style waxed and waned as a
mainstream aesthetic. In the 1980s, the
overnight popularity of the film Urban
Cowboy (1980) created a fashion frenzy
for Western wear, even among those liv-
ing in large cities.>> More recently in
2018, rapper Lil Nas X and his viral hit
“Old Town Road” featured head-to-toe
cowboy dress in its accompanying music
video. Barbie, the highest grossing film
of 2023, interpreted the cowboy look for
the title character in her signature hot
pink with a fitted vest, wide-brimmed
hat, neckerchief, lace up bellbottoms,

and boots.*® Beyoncé designed her 33 Malone, "Rhinestone Cowboys.”

Adidas Ivy Park Rodeo collection 34
around Western style, and wore a disco
cowboy hat atop an ethereal silver horse
as the primary promotional image for
her Renaissance (2022) album. On the
heels of Renaissance, in 2024, Beyoncé
released Cowboy Carter, an album featur- 36
ing rewritten country songs and an All-
American red, white, and blue color
scheme (Figure 5). Louis Vuitton cre-
ative director Pharrell Williams entitled
his Fall 2024 menswear collection “Wild
West” and sent down the runway high
fashion models wearing bolos worn over
hoodies, appliquéd blazers peppered
with Western imagery, and flared trou-
sers over custom Louis Vuitton cowboy 38
boots.>”

Malone, “Rhinestone Cowboys,”
376-86.

35 Gibson, “Clothing Design,” 733-52;
R. Scofield, “Chaps and Scowls:
Play, Violence, and the Post-1970s
Urban Cowboy,” The Journal of
American Culture 40, no. 4 (2017):
325-40.

Rebecca Rubin, “Barbie’ is
Officially the Highest-Grossing
Release of the Year with $1.36
Billion Globally,” Variety,
September 2, 2023, <https://var-
iety.com/2023/film/box-office/bar-
bie-highest-grossing-worldwide-
movie-year-1235705510/>.

37 Phoenix Simpson, “Louis Vuitton
goes Wild West with Men's FW24
Collection,” V Magazine, January
21, 2024, <https://vmagazine.
com/article/louis-vuitton-goes-
wild-west-with-mens-fw24-collec-
tion/>.

Lorenzo Thomas, “From Gumbo to
Grammys: The Development of
Zydeco Music in Houston,”
Juneteenth Texas: Essays in African-
American Folklore 54 (1996): 139.

Louisiana Black and Creole
Cowboys

39 Scott Billington, “A Short History
of Zydeco,” Zydeco Crossroads,
January 7, 2015, <http://zydecoc-
rossroads.org/2015/01/short-his-
tory-zydeco/>; Michael Tisserand,
The Kingdom of Zydeco (Arcade
Publishing, 1998).

The Louisiana Black and Creole trailr-
ide community encompasses a large
geographical area across the southern
portion of the state. Louisiana rural
trailrides are recurring events which
bring together the Black and Creole
community to engage in and perform
their cowboy culture. These events typ-
ically take place over weekends or on
holidays. The trailrides include mem-
bers of the Louisiana cowboy commu-
nity riding horseback through rural
trails in their area. These events also
involve partner dancing, group dressing,
costume contests, and traditional
Zydeco music (which is a syncretic form
of music that belongs to an ethnic com-
munity within Louisiana).>® The Zydeco
sound heard today originated in the
early 1950s when Creole musicians
brought together their traditional music
with thythm and blues instruments. But
even before then the Creole community
was engaged in juré music, a call-and-
response style which featured synco-
pated clapping.®®

Zydeco dance is a series of steps that
typically accompanies Zydeco music.
The steps have evolved through the
years, resulting in a hybrid of traditional
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40 Mark F. DeWitt, Cajun and Zydeco

Dance Music in Northern California:

Modern Pleasures in a Postmodern
World (University Press of
Mississippi, 2008), 189.
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Ficure 5 Advertising image for Beyoncé's recently released Cowboy Carter album. Promotional
message reads “Always Been Country” and features Beyoncé in an all-American red, white, and blue

Western ensemble.

Zydeco steps, modern hip-hop influen-
ces, and infusions from Louisiana’s
other indigenous dance, the Cajun two-
step. The Zydeco dance is performed
with a partner, and partners typically
change for each song. Even among par-
ticipants who are in romantic relation-
ships, Zydeco dance partners rotate
throughout a dance event. The dance
itself consists of eight counts and fea-
tures periods of close partner dancing
followed by freestyle counts when the
lead drops their left hand, the dance
partner follows suit, and the two
dancers freestyle footwork and spin
movements. The steps follow the synco-
pation of the music with longer and
faster holds to a rhythm of “slow-quick-
quick-slow.”*"

Social media flyers are the primary
method for promoting trailride and
Zydeco events online. The flyers are typ-
ically vibrant, eye-catching, and feature
many linguistic and visual markers
about trailride culture. Often, techno-
logically savvy group members or free-
lance graphic designers are hired by
trailride organizers and Zydeco musi-
cians to create social media flyers. The

flyers typically include rural imagery,
headshots of the musicians who would

be playing for the events, dress items,
and details on where and when the event
would take place (Figures 6 and 7).
Trailride participants take visual cues
from the event flyers to plan their dress
and understand the dress expectations.
If the event flyers show baseball caps,
short-sleeve T-shirts, and Nike sneakers,
participants will expect the event to be
more casual and the music to include
more modern Zydeco dancing attire.
When the event flyers include linguistic
markers such as “old school,”
“traditional,” “boots and hats,” the
understanding is that more formal cow-
boy dress is expected.

Numerous dress practices can be seen
on the trail and at dances, most notably
group dressing, traditional dressing, and
modern interpretations of cowboy dress.
Over the years, the larger Black and
Creole Louisiana trailride community
has branched out into individual trailr-
ide groups and trailride clubs. Some
trailride clubs are small, consisting of
only four to five members, while other
clubs are much larger with twenty to
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Ficure 6 Louisiana Trailride flyer highlighting
traditional Zydeco music and sneaker
suggestion for the event. Image from
Instagram @officialchrisardoin, posted August
21, 2022.

< w . .
@ officialchrisardoin

Doors Open 9pm | Showtime 10pm | $20 J\dmi“mnw

152 North Saint Antoine Street | Lafayette, Lovisiana

thirty members. Membership in a
trailride club is mainly attained
through mutual agreement. Families,
close friends, and those connected
geographically frequently form groups
together. The clubs will create a

group name and often accompanying
logos, graphics, taglines, and mottos to
illustrate their identity. Group dressing
among these trailride clubs is common.
This entails the coordination of match-
ing ensembles purchased from Western
retailers or the design and wearing of
embroidered or screen-printed T-shirts
in matching colors with group logos.*!
Being a member of a trailride club, how-
ever, is not required to participate in
the weekend trailride events. Three of
the interviewees, for example, chose to
remain as individual trailriders and not
be affiliated with any one trailride
group.

A broad range of ages are seen at
Black and Creole Louisiana trailrides.
Members of the trailride community
bring their children and teach them how
to ride horses and participate in the cul-
tural practices at a young age. On trailr-
ides, infants as young as eighteen
months are carried by their guardians
on horseback. Children between three to

Ficure 7 Louisiana Trailride flyer highlighting weekend
events and Western images. Image from Instagram
@semienstables2k25.

41 This data was procured from field-
notes and researcher observa-
tions performed over a two-year

period.
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five years old ride smaller colts con-
nected in tandem with a guiding adult.
By five or six years of age, children are
riding solo on the trailrides.

Group Dressing

Black and Creole Louisiana trailriders’
dress practices convey a strong desire for
group identity. When members of a
community align themselves with an
identity, they mentally associate them-
selves with the norms and attributes of
the group.** They also measure their
concept of individual self or their indi-
vidual self-worth according to their per-
ceived affiliation with the group.*?
Among all groups, members commu-
nicate group identity through wearing
coordinating colors, matching Western
wear ensembles, and showing up in large
numbers in cohesive dress to trailride
events and Zydeco dances. However, dif-
ferent groups adopt different uniform
practices. Some groups match their
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Directions of Scholarship on Dress
since Hebdige and Muggleton,”
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“Chere,” in this sense, is a play on
words with a double meaning. In
southern Louisiana, where various
French and Creole dialects are
spoken, chere is a French term
that means “dear.” However, the
word is also an onomatopoeia of
a common pronunciation for
“here”"—the result of a liaison
between out + here, conflating the
two and forming the sound “ch”.
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Ficure 8 Example of trailride group dress.
Members of a Louisiana trailride group wear
identical velvet button-up shirts, matching wild
rags, coordinating hats, and jeans. Their clothed
look was awarded best group dress at a trailride
costume contest. Photograph courtesy of
participant’s Instagram @trailride_scene.

trailride_scene

dress from head-to-toe, donning the
exact same button-up shirts, cowboy
hats, belts, and bandanas (Figures 8

and 9), while other groups wear match-
ing T-shirts with their club logo but are
free to accessorize the rest of the look.
Some trailride clubs are only identified
within the community by wearing simi-
lar colors but are not required to match
exactly. For the actual trailride events as
well as nighttime dances, trailride clubs
assign specific dress directives and an
expected level of matching is required
from group participants. For daytime
tailgates or more informal events, partic-
ipants are allowed more creative liberty,
needing only to match a certain clothing
item or a certain color.

Many subcultures have used dress to
communicate their group identity, social
status, and community values.** A 2022
study explored dress symbolism and
found that subcultures dress in similar
styles to express their cultural ethos,
views on modern life, and as a way to

show resistance to mainstream culture.*’

Ficure 9 Example of trailride group dress.
Members of a Louisiana trailride group wear
identical black button-up Ariat brand shirts,
identical Ariat baseball caps, similar brown
leather belts with oversized buckles,
coordinating bootcut jeans, and brown leather
boots. Photograph courtesy of participant’s
Instagram @semienstables2k24.

Q’A7 semienstables2k24

In the case of the Black and Creole
Louisiana trailriders, their group dress
practices resist the notion of rugged
individualism typically associated with
white cowboys and instead express an
ethos of community and togetherness by
their matching colors, identical clothing
items, and similar silhouettes. The
group mottos are linguistic cues that
often focused on family values and their
commitment to cowboy culture. For
instance, the motto of one trailride club,
“I-49 Riders. A Family Aiming for
Pleasure and Success without the Mess,”
expresses that family values include hav-
ing a good time without drama or fuss.
Commitment to cowboy culture is illus-
trated in another trailride club’s motto:
“Keep ‘N It Real Riders. Rain or shine,
we out chere” (Figure 10).*® Other trailr-
ide club mottos like “Tru 2 da game.
We're not new 2 dis, we're tru 2 dis”
and “Solo Slab Riders. It’s not a Swagg,
it’s a Lifestyle,” take a lighter approach
that has little to do with horse riding or
Western traditions, but instead mixing
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Ficure 10  The trailrider on left belongs to the “I-
49 Riders” club. Their logo features a silhouette
of the state of Louisiana with an image of a
galloping horse and the 1-49 interstate symbol.
Their group motto, written in small print at the
bottom of the shirt, reads “A Family Aiming for
Pleasure and Success without the Mess.” The
trailrider at right belongs to the “Keep ‘N It Real
Riders” club. Their logo features a Christian cross
at center with horses and praying cowboys
flanking each side. Their group motto in small
print at the bottom of the shirt reads, “Rain or
shine, we out chere.” Photograph by Danielle
Honeycutt.

references to popular slang or main-
stream song lyrics.

The Black and Creole Louisiana
trailride community seeks to distinguish
and differentiate themselves from other
cowboy aesthetics, typically those associ-
ated with white cowboy culture. Their
dress practices can be viewed as aes-
thetic responses to racism, classism, and
cultural exploitation. For example,
hoodies, which are popular on the trailr-
ides among the younger generation par-
ticipants, are commonly worn to
symbolize resistance against racism
since the 2012 Trayvon Martin killing.*”
The Black and Creole Louisiana trailride
community also challenges notions of
classism by wearing white undershirts or
no shirt at all while riding their horses.

Horse riding history, horse shows, and
horse races are often associated with
conservatively clad wealthy and affluent
populations.*® White, ribbed undershirts
are associated with poor populations
and a working-class aesthetic.*” Nike
tennis shoes are seen in stirrups on
trailrides, symbolically disputing what
constitutes authentic cowboy culture.>®

The Black and Creole Louisiana trail-
riders turn the notion of mainstream
cowboy dress on its head. Wearing styles
and brands not commonly associated
with Western dress disrupts the long-
standing narrative. This community
seeks to create and carve out its own
image of what it looks like to participate
in cowboy culture. The Compton
Cowboys, a Black horse-raising and
horse-riding group from California, have
played with this inversion of clothing
imagery on a more visible scale.
Through collaborations with popular
Western wear brand Ariat and fast-
fashion retailer Forever 21, the
Compton Cowboys have brought “Street
Country” style to the larger clothed cow-
boy conversation.>!

Traditional Dress

In the Black and Creole Louisiana trail-
rider community, traditional dress con-
sists of the archetypal elements
commonly conjured when describing a
Western cowboy and features both func-
tional and fashionable clothing items.
These include button-up shirts (often
with snaps), boot-legged blue jeans, belts
(sometimes with large buckles), boots
with spurs, wide-brim hats, and banda-
nas. Long sleeves and long pants,
according to traditionally dressed partic-
ipants, are necessary to ride horses and
navigate the trails. Being fully clothed
also shields participants from sunburns,
scrapes, and chafing. Commonly cited
brands during fieldwork and interviews
among traditional trailriders included
Wrangler, Ariat, Levi’s, Carhartt, and
Justin Boots.

One participant, a trailride veteran
who rode horses on rural trails for more
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Interview with Louisiana trailride
participant, May 9, 2024.

Interview with Louisiana trailride
participant, June 15, 2024.

Prior research by dress scholars
and anthropologists confirmed
that knowledge, culture, and dress
proclivities are learned behaviors
transmitted between generations.
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than fifty years, made an important
observation about why this particular
aesthetic and style of dress might have
been adopted by this cohort early on:

Back then, the trail ride culture was very
conservative. It was a bunch of older
men because horses to some guys weren’t
cool, especially in the Black population.
And the trailrides back then were very
conservative because the elderly Blacks
wanted to prove to the whites—which
was predominantly their sport of
trailriding—that we could do it, that
they could do it, we could do it and do it
just as well as they could in very
authentic Western wear. Back then
everybody wore shirts. You had a cowboy
hat on, long pants, mainly jeans, boots,
which were pointed. Not square toe, not
square toed like today. Yeah. And so, we
were very conservative, and we wanted to
prove that we could do it in a very
orderly fashion.%?

Aesthetically, traditional dress is
styled to mimic the way parents and
grandparents wore the clothing items.
This is supported by specific care
requirements for the clothing and how
participants should present themselves
at the rides. Heavy starched jeans with
center front creasing and upholding a
respectful, conservative appearance are
recurring themes for those who dressed
in the more traditional style. Many of
those dressed traditionally belonged to
the Baby Boomer and Generation X age
groups. However, some participants
among the younger trailride cohort have
also adopted this approach to dressing.
A younger participant explained that
this style of dress is a way to keep the
traditions of his family alive and
continuing.>?

The adoption of a more traditional
cowboy look by the Black and Creole
Louisiana trailride community can be
attributed to intergenerational transmis-
sion.”* The importance of passing down
culture was confirmed by interviewees
who display a traditional aesthetic.
Many members referenced older family
members or ancestral influences when
asked why they chose to adopt a more
classic cowboy style. One participant

explained: “So, my father’s 75, so he
comes from a different era. My uncle is
65 and looking a certain way. A cowboy
means something to me. I grew up look-
ing at cowboys dressed a certain way.”>’
An interview conducted simultaneously
with a father and a son captured a simi-
lar sentiment. The son commented in
reference to his father, “Yeah, you
always catch him in a long sleeve. Every
day. Yeah. Like you see him right here.
Oh yeah. Every day ... Cowboy hat
too. Can’t believe he don’t have his
bent-up hat on.” Concurring with this
observation, the father replied, “Yeah.
That’s how my grandpa was.”>®

Traditional trailride dress is learned
from the elders in the Louisiana Black
and Creole cowboy community. Those
who adopt traditional dress wear long
sleeves, even to summer trailrides where
temperatures reach over 100 °F, citing it
is what their elders wore. Part of tradi-
tional dress also includes long denim or
khaki pants for trailride events. Those
dressed traditionally are fully covered in
long-sleeve button-up styles paired with
full-length pants. Many of the partici-
pants interviewed confirm that their tra-
ditional styles are also heavily starched
and feature visible center creases down
the sleeves and the front of the pants.
Those wearing traditional dress accessor-
ize it with wide-brim straw or wool cow-
boy hats and pointed toe or almond toe
cowboy boots.

Continuing the dress practices of the
trailriders who came before is a form of
respect and honor to the elders within
the community and the ancestors who
have passed on. Traditional styles are
worn by members who seek to keep
familial patterns and cultural traditions
alive and to ensure cultural authenticity
as the community evolves. Traditional
dress is a well-researched channel for
communicating cultural authenticity.
Past studies reveal that dress is a pri-
mary avenue for expressing authentic
self and connecting cultural origins to
the authentic self. °” Traditional attire
for the Black and Creole cowboys serve
as a sartorial signifier among community
participants. As seen in Figures 11 and
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Ficure 11 Trailride participant and his son
dressed in traditional Louisiana cowboy style.
Both father and son wear felt wide-brim cowboy
hats, long-sleeve button-up shirts, starched jeans
with center-front crease, and similar zip-up vests.
This exemplifies a desire among the Louisiana
trailride cohort to continue cowboy tradition
from the older generation to the younger
generation. Clothing is a primary means to
communicate this traditional transference.
Photograph courtesy of participant's Facebook
@Brice Declouet.

12, when younger trailriders choose to
adopt the traditional clothing styles of
the older generations, it communicates
they are committed to also carrying on
the traditions, customs, and cultural
practices of the community.

Louisiana Black and Creole trailriders
who wear traditional dress also equate
the style with living an authentic cowboy
lifestyle. Members who adopt this more
traditional aesthetic express their oppos-
ition to those who wear modern clothing
on the trails. For those in traditional
dress, modern styles at weekend trailride
events signal a participant is merely
playing or performing as a cowboy only
on designated days. One interviewee
expressed his frustration, saying, “These
are city folks that want to be country.
They need to stick to what they know.

Ficure 12 Trailride participant is dressed
traditionally with his infant grandson dressed in a
similar manner. Both trailride members don
classic white button-up shirts, dark denim blue
jeans, brown Western boots, and wide-brim
cowboy hats. Passing down the Louisiana cowboy
traditions, including clothed traditions, was cited
as a very important aspect of the culture by this
participant. Photograph courtesy of participant's
Facebook @Bowzersridingclub.

They messing up the culture.”® For
these participants, trailriders who
choose more modern dress were putting
the community’s culture at risk. To
them, if a participant was not interested
in retaining elements of the traditional
dress style, they would not be commit-
ted to protecting and preserving the cul-
tural elements of the community.

Modern Dress

Modern dress for Louisiana trailriders
includes short-sleeve T-shirt styles over
traditional, long-sleeve button-ups. For
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Interview with Louisiana trailride
participant, June 16, 2024.
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Cultural decolonization, as defined
by Linda Tuhiwai Smith, is the the-
oretical and political process of
contesting and reframing narra-
tives about Indigenous histories
and the effects of colonial expan-
sion. See Linda Tuhiwai Smith,
Decolonizing Methodologies, 2nd
ed. (Zed Books, 1999). See also S.
Covington, “Decentering and
Decolonizing Fashion and Dress"”
in Meanings of Dress, ed. Kimberly
A. Miller-Spillman, Andrew Reilly,
and Jose F. Blanco (Fairchild
Publishing, 2024), 73-85.

See Covington, “Decentering and
Decolonizing Fashion and Dress,”
73.
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Ficure 13 Trailride participant wearing low-slung,
tight-leg blue jeans, cowboy boots with spurs,
brown leather belt, exposed Yellowstone
branded boxer briefs, and no shirt. This is

an example of modern dress on the trail.
Numerous trailride members were spotted

in licensed Yellowstone gear at the

weekend events. Photograph by Danielle
Honeycutt.

R e

some trailride participants, especially
during hot summer months, no shirts
are worn at all (Figure 13). The tradi-
tional wide-brim cowboy hat is often
replaced with a baseball cap, sometimes
turned to the side when worn on the
head. In cooler months, the look incor-
porates hoodies with coveralls into the
aesthetic. For men, skinny-leg jeans sit-
ting low on the waist with boxer briefs
exposed is a common look. Women
wear short shorts, cut-offs, crop tops,
and even bikini tops to trailride events
(Figure 14). This modern trailrider
cohort trades traditional cowboy boots
for more casual styles such as Crocs,
slippers, rubber boots with spurs, or
wear cowboy boots with athletic shorts
or casual athleisure wear.

Modern Louisiana trailriders are not
interested in preserving dress traditions
in the same way as their conservatively
dressed counterparts. Unlike traditional
trailriders, they seek to distinguish and
differentiate themselves as their own
type of distinct cowboy. Black and

Ficure 14 Trailride participant on left is shirtless
with grey, skinny jeans. Females on right are in
bikini tops and cut-off blue jean shorts while
riding the horse on the trail. These are examples
of modern trailride dress. Photograph by Danielle
Honeycutt.

Creole Louisiana trailrides became safe
havens for constructing a new type of
cowboy identity. In a practice of cultural
decolonization,” the modern trailrider
chooses clothing items and clothing
practices not historically associated with
cowboy culture. Black culture is its own
independent, self-procuring culture. In
the context of the Black and Creole
Louisiana community, choosing clothing
traditionally associated with streetwear
and urban style within the rural settings
of a trailride is a way of righting the his-
torically colonial narrative. In the past,
fashion histories have “centralized
culture” through the lens of white,
Western, colonial standards. The prac-
tice of cultural decolonization attempts
to reclaim hidden or marginalized cul-
tural practices that have existed but are
not widely known or accepted.®® The
modern Louisiana Black and Creole
cowboy might wear Nike tennis shoes on
horses. They might opt for pants slung
low with boxer briefs exposed. The mod-
ern woman rider might be seen wearing
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cut-off shorts, oversized jewelry, crop
tops, and long nails at trailride events.
By choosing streetwear styles for the
saddle, the Louisiana trailrider is sub-
verting the narrative about what consti-
tutes cowboy clothing. Thus, these
clothing choices are an act of cultural
decolonization, challenging the notion
that a cowboy should look one certain
way and reframing how cowboy dress
can be defined.

The modern style of trailride dressing
attracts participants who prefer to main-
tain their independence from trailride
clubs or groups. This modern appear-
ance communicates more individuality.
One participant explained why she
opted not to join a trailride group:

I like wearing whatever I desire, whether
it’s denim with a belt and a nice, classy
top, or I like to wear chaps. I have denim
chaps. I have leather chaps with
matching tops. When I’'m going to a
trailride, I’'m thinking I don’t want to be
dressed like everybody else. I am not in a
group. For me, it’s like independent. I'm
free. ’'m free. When you’re free. I don't
care about who’s doing, what they’re
doing. It makes me no difference. I pay
my own bills, I buy my own clothes, and
if I like it, I’'m wearing it. But to me,
style is everything.®!

Adopting a modern aesthetic on the
trails allows participants to perform
their Black and Creole cowboy culture,
while maintaining their individuality
and their independence. Although not
one participant explicitly expressed a
conscious choice to appear very differ-
ent from the white cowboy of folklore,
ethnographic observations conducted
during this research point to that possi-
bility. If the early Black and Creole
cowboys sought to adopt similar dress
to prove to whites that they were cap-
able and competent cowboys, the cur-
rent dress practices seem to tell a
different story. They are now either
confident in their cowboy practice or
no longer seck the approval of other
races. Fitting into or being accepted by
another culture is also not of concern.
Wearing Crocs in the stirrups or cut-
offs in the saddle is an expression of

the modern trailrider and their desire
to claim a both/and approach. Cowboys
can be both skilled horseman and wear
clothing not traditionally associated
with the culture.

Hybridization

Some members of the Black and Creole
Louisiana trailride community take a
hybrid approach to their appearance.
For more formal occasions, such as the
actual trail ride or nighttime dances,
these members dress more traditionally,
wearing a button-up ironed shirt (often
long sleeve), starched denim pants, wide
brimmed cowboy hat, and heeled cow-
boy boots. In hot summer months or
during daytime events, when members
are not riding on horses or in wagons,
they show up in a modern interpretation
of the cowboy aesthetic, which might
include shorts instead of jeans, baseball
caps in lieu of cowboy hats, and slip-on
shoes versus cowboy boots. The cowboy
hat is a negotiated item that signals
which aesthetic is being adopted for a
given event. When a cowboy hat is worn,
it signifies a classic or traditional cow-
boy look, but when a more modern aes-
thetic is employed, the cowboy hat is
replaced with a baseball cap. One par-
ticipant, a popular Zydeco musician who
plays at many trailrides, explains this
choice:

If I go to a new festival, say French
Quarter Fest, where they’re not here to
just see me, and they might not know
who Rusty Metoyer is, if I step on stage
and I’m in the middle of the stage with a
cowboy hat, they know I'm Rusty
Metoyer. It’s [an event] just got that vibe
when you pull up, I'm like oh yeah, I’'m
wearing my chapeau®® tonight, my hat
[Figures 15 and 16].%%

Thus, depending on the setting or the
attitude he wants to elicit, Rusty
Metoyer changes his clothing accord-
ingly. Casual atmospheres are conducive
to laidback dress. Planned events, with a
large number of attendees and higher
entry fees, warrant the participants’ best
cowboy clothing.

Chapeau is French for “hat.”

15

Interview with Louisiana trailride
participant, June 23, 2024.

Interview with Louisiana trailride
participant, April 2, 2022.
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participant, May 1, 2024.

66 See P. Simpson, “Louis Vuitton
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Wear Daily, February 13, 2023; E.
Goldberg, “We're Having a
Cowboy Moment,” The New York
Times, August 24, 2023, <https://
www.nytimes.com/2023/08/24/
style/were-having-a-cowboy-
moment.html>.
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Ficures 15 aND 16 Examples of cowboy hat as negotiated symbol. Popular Zydeco musician, Rusty
Metoyer, wears both his cowboy hat (chapeau) at trailride events and a baseball cap to other events
depending on the context. On the left, the musician has adopted a more traditional trailride
appearance. On the right, he has opted for a modern interpretation of trailride dress. Photograph on
left by @nolaboiallday. Photograph on right by @markenyah.michyelle. Both images courtesy of
participant’s Instagram @rustymetoyer_zydeco.

Pulling in elements from street wear
and hip-hop style allows members to
achieve the duality of the hybrid look.
For example, baseball caps and short-
sleeve jerseys are often paired with well-
known Western brands Wrangler and
Ariat. A gold chain or some type of neck
jewelry or medallion is another dress
item that is often added to achieve a
hybrid aesthetic. In addition, cowboy
boots worn over skinny, ripped jeans, or
tennis shoes with button-up shirts and
cowboy hats, also mark a hybrid style
(Figure 17).

Clothing items that are new, novel, or
untraditional to a culture take on new
meanings.®* Before the rise of the inter-
net and social media, these communities
remained insular. Now, external influen-
ces such as hip-hop, popular culture,
and indigenous cultures are more preva-
lent. One participant explains:

The Zydeco music [was influenced by] so
much of the R&B and the hip-hop and
the rap culture that those people that

5]

would never get caught at a trailride
started coming to the trailrides because
they’re like, Boosie might come perform
because he’s on this song. You know
what I mean? So that culture started
mixing a lot. And then I think people
realized that you can have the best of
both worlds. And so, I think maybe in a
second or third hand way is how it
affected the dress code of the trailride

SCCIIE:.65

These outside cultures influence the
dress on the trailrides and at dances.
When Zydeco musicians began to collab-
orate with popular rap and R&B artists,
the music at the trailrides changed and
the dress practices followed suit.
Likewise, cowboy culture is influencing
the broader culture. Western dress has
overflowed beyond its subcultural roots.
Mainstream musicians, high fashion
designers, and popular media are all
being simultaneously influenced by cow-
boy culture.®®

For those who did not grow up partic-
ipating in trailride culture, adopting a
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Ficure 17 Louisiana cowboy dressed in a hybrid
style on a trailride. Casual T-shirt and loose Nike
logo gym shorts are paired with square toe
cowboy boots with spurs. Photograph by Danielle
Honeycutt.

mixture of traditional and modern aes-
thetics allows them to be part of the
cowboy community on the weekends
while maintaining portions of their
everyday appearance. The more tradi-
tional items, such as long-sleeve button-
up shirts and starched jeans, grant
hybrid participants access and accept-
ance into the cowboy community they
call home on weekends. But the modern
elements of their dress keep them con-
nected to popular external influences
they engage with in their everyday lives.

Conclusions

The Black and Creole trailride commu-
nity of Louisiana possess their own
unique cowboy identity and practice
their own set of cowboy traditions. In
this community, those members who
adopt a more traditional aesthetic con-
nect strongly with their cultural heritage
and keep dress traditions static.
Participants who adopt a more modern
aesthetic value blending both external

culture with cowboy culture to be repre-
sentative of their authentic self.

The physical locations and landscape
of trailride events are significant sites
for exchanging dress messages and nego-
tiating dress practices. On the trails,
dress items serve the functional purpose
of protecting participants from the ele-
ments. Dance floors are safe spaces for
playing with dress performance and
challenging cowboy dress norms.

This research presents a timely add-
ition to conversations about design rep-
resentation and cultural authenticity
within the larger fashion system. In
January 2024, Louis Vuitton creative
director Pharrell Williams released his
third collection with the brand in a
show entitled “Paris, Virginia.”®” The
dominating aesthetic of this collection
was American Western wear which
included cowboy hats, flared denim,
fringed leather, turquoise jewelry, and
many other fabrics and patterns syn-
onymous with cowboy dress.®®
Commenting on the inspiration to the
collection, Williams said:

I felt like when you see cowboys
portrayed, you see only a few versions.
You never really get to see what some of
the original cowboys really look like.
They look like us, they look like me.
They look Black, they look Native
American.®

This collection was an effort to reclaim
omitted stories of cowboy dress culture.
Pharrell Williams did this on a global
platform. The Black and Creole
Louisiana trailriders do this every week-
end in their small corner of the world.
Whether on the catwalk of high fashion
runway or on the dusty trails of rural
southwest Louisiana, clothing does
make the cowboy.
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