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The Autry National Center 
 

August 11, 2009 
 

“Better Two than One: THE SHIRTS FROM BROKEBACK MOUNTAIN” 
 

Remarks by Gregory Hinton  
 
Four years ago, on a brisk Sunday morning in December, I drove over to the 
Grove Theaters in West Hollywood to see the first showing of Ang Lee’s 
adaptation of Annie Proulx’s powerful short story, Brokeback Mountain. It was 
opening weekend.  I was alone. I parked my car and when I rounded the corner, 
I saw hundreds of gay men, many my age, lined up to get into the theater.  I 
admit I came with a chip on my shoulder. You see, I come from Wyoming, and 
what did Ang Lee know about gay ranchers in Wyoming?  Besides, I’ve been 
burned before by straight Hollywood’s depiction of gay men and women. Seeing 
the curious and hopeful men waiting on line, I fought back tears.  The fact that 
the twelve year old ticket clerk asked if I needed a senior ticket, did not improve 
my mood.  I hated that I loved Brokeback Mountain. And here we are.  
 
I’ve just spent a wonderful month in Wyoming where I was invited to give a talk 
about my dad at the Buffalo Bill Historical Center.  He was Kip Hinton, former 
editor of the Cody Enterprise, the local newspaper founded by Buffalo Bill.  The 
chairman of the BBHC, Senator Al Simpson, sends his regards today:   
 

"Congratulations to my good friends at the Autry National Center 
for their wisdom in presenting this display in their beautiful 
museum in Los Angeles. The subject matter continues a vital 
conversation we began several years ago in a document I co-
authored entitled "The Cody Statement."   

 
I never heard of “The Cody Statement,” until Al sent it to me awhile back. In it, 
they wrote, “We are committed to Freedom; we believe everyone should be 
included in America’s proud progression toward full civil equality for all, 
without regard to sexual orientation.” Brokeback Mountain played in Cody. Al 
teaches me not to draw conclusions about Western people and Western places.     
 
I was born on the Fort Peck Indian Reservation, in Wolf Point, Montana. Lewis 
and Clark, literally, slept there. I am a native son of the American West, who 
happens also to be gay.  So too, was my brother, who I lost several years ago to 
cancer. In case you’re wondering how my cowboy dad felt about his two gay 
sons, he was glad we’d always have each other. He said—and we agreed, “Better 
two than one.”   
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It was a year ago that I began visiting the Autry Library to research my fifth 
novel, Night Rodeo, about a Wyoming country editor struggling to save his 
weekly newspaper.  While looking through the databases of several other 
prominent western research libraries, I idly wondered what information existed 
on the experiences and contributions of gay men and women in the west.  I 
found little to nothing, except here, in the inclusive Autry; a 1987 quote in the 
San Francisco Chronicle, by a gay rodeo competitor named John King.  
 

“A lot of people who grow up in rural communities come to the big 
city and then we lose our identities. The gay rodeo is a place for us to 
reclaim our heritage and be ourselves. It’s a place where we fit in.”   

 
That night I wrote a brief concept paper called “The Gay Rodeo Legacy Project.”   
 
In it, I observed that the gay community's contribution to western culture was 
underserved in scholarly discussions about the American West.   
 
I also stated that the rural communities we leave behind in search for safety, 
companionship, and community in the cities, were the poorer for it.   
 
I then called for the inclusion of the gay rodeo archives in the rodeo collections of 
world class western libraries and museums.   
 
I wrote Brian Helander, President of the International Gay Rodeo Association 
which has 26 member associations, 5,000 members, and 50,000 annual attendees.  
They are a close knit, service-oriented, peaceful rodeo community—who love 
animals and enjoy the country and western lifestyle.  Brian sent me a letter of 
support, but cautioned me not to get my hopes up:  
 

“Yes, I believe we have a rich history over the last 25 years… but 
they may not want to recognize our association's contribution to 
rodeo....” 
 

Two days later, after a thoughtful stroll through this very gallery, I came home 
and asked my partner:  
 
“Whatever happened to those shirts from Brokeback Mountain?” 
 
He remembered they were sold at auction for charity, so I looked them up.  They 
were purchased by a Hollywood memorabilia collector I never met before.  On 
New Years Day, 2009, I wrote the following email to Tom Gregory’s website: 
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“If you ever walked through the Autry Museum, there exists an 
exhibit called ‘The Spirit of Imagination.’ I hope one day, if only 
temporarily, your shirts might be on display in this gallery.”    
 

Tom Gregory replied in two hours. We met for lunch. He admitted something 
touching that I now know is typical of Tom’s empathetic character: 
 

“When I bought the shirts, I thought I’d get calls from major 
museums, offering to display them.  I didn’t hear from anybody. 
It sorta hurt my feelings, not for me, but for the shirts, for what 
they represent.  Nobody called but you.” 
 

When Tom Gregory first saw the shirts in Brokeback Mountain, they spoke to him.  
By purchasing them he secured the safety of the shirts. He had a vision for the 
good work they could do.   By contacting him, I played right into his hands.  He 
had the shirts. I had a plan. Two heads were better than one. 
 
In March of this year, the Autry National Center agreed to display the shirts. 
Thanks to the passion of curator Jeffrey Richardson, 6 months later, here we are.   
 
This Friday, the archives of the International Gay Rodeo Association are arriving 
at the Autry, driven here from Denver by Patrick Terry, the IGRA historian. I 
helped pack them myself.   18 boxes.  100 rodeo posters.  Rule books. Rodeo 
shirts. Silver buckles.  Maybe a trophy saddle if I get my way.  (I’ve been 
measuring display cases next door in the Spirit of the Cowboy gallery.)  By 
inviting them, the Autry is recognizing the International Gay Rodeo 
Association’s contribution to rodeo, and they deserve our applause for doing so. 
 
The display of the Brokeback Shirts and the inclusion of the Gay Rodeo archives 
at the Autry for me underscore the need for gay men and women who leave their 
rural communities to reclaim their country heritage. 
 
It is for this reason I look forward to working with Dr. Steve Aron on “Gay in the 
West,” the symposium we are planning with the Autry Institute for the Study of 
the American West and UCLA. We have some great speakers we want you to get 
to know plus we want to hear your stories, also. 
 
To know us is to love us.  And that is why when we quit our rural communities, 
they lose too.   
 
In this regard, Annie Proulx recently wrote me the following: 
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I wish Mr. Hinton good fortune in his work. He is tragically 
right when he says western rural communities lose very much 
when gay men and women have to leave the state. I know some 
gay people who have stayed. Gradually the community accepts 
them, but only if they are born there.  
 

I recently returned to Wyoming with the ashes of my beloved older brother, 
Scotty, and Ron, his partner of thirty years.  Before he died, my brother requested 
that they be scattered in Crazy Woman Creek, in the shadow of the Big Horn 
Mountains.  After life in urban Southern California, my western brother yearned 
for his rural past till the end.   
 
For those of us who come from the West, it’s in our blood and never lets us go.     
 
Seated here today, in this gallery called the Spirit of Imagination, are Saddle 
Bronc Riders, Chute Doggers, Barrel Racers and Bull Riders, some who also 
happen to be Gay or Lesbian.  I look at them and ask you. 
 
What is not to love?   
 
When I study these intertwined shirts, like the character of Ennis Del Mar in 
Brokeback Mountain, I am overcome with survivor’s guilt. Lovers, brothers, a 
cowboy father wanting to protect his sons, when I look at the shirts, I am grateful 
they will always be together. It makes sense. It’s what we all hope for.  It’s what 
anybody deserves. Better two than one. Better two together, than two alone. 
 
I’ll close with a brief reading from Annie Proulx’s short story, Brokeback Mountain 
and then I have a few people to thank.   
 
(Remembering, here, Heath Ledger) 
 
“The shirt seemed heavy until he saw there was another shirt inside it, the sleeves 
carefully worked down inside Jack’s sleeves.  It was his own plaid shirt, lost he’d thought, 
in some damn laundry, his dirty shirt, the pocket ripped, buttons missing, stolen by Jack 
and hidden here inside Jack’s own shirt, the pair like two skins, one inside the other, two 
in one. He pressed his face into the fabric, and breathed in slowly through his mouth and 
nose, hoping for the faintest smoke and mountain sage and salty sweet stink of Jack but 
there was no real scent, only the memory of it, the imagined power of Brokeback 
Mountain of which nothing was left but what he held in his hands.”  
 

_________________________________________ 
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I just renewed my membership to the Autry. It has certainly been a bargain for 
me and I recommend that each and every one of you join before you leave today.  
I am so profoundly grateful to the Autry National Center and its Trustees; to 
Jackie Autry, John Grey, Steve Aron, Jeffrey Richardson, and my friend Marva 
Felchlin, for hanging up the shirts from Brokeback Mountain.  Thank you to Joan 
Cumming, Yadhira De Leon, and Carolyn Campbell for sorting out the details of 
this historical event.  Thanks to Brian Helander, President the International Gay 
Rodeo Association, who could not be here today, and welcome to Andrew 
Goodman, IGRA Vice President, here in his place. Thanks especially to Scotty 
Shadix, President of LA Rodeo and those who traveled near and far to support 
what we’re doing with the help of the Autry.   
 
Thank you to my friends here, old and new, and to my partner Tom Ferris, who 
has been going down the road with me for over twenty years.  Thank you, also to 
the media for coming to see us today.  Lastly, I must express my unending 
gratitude and deep affection for Tom Gregory.  I haven’t met anyone as wise, 
generous, and surprising for many years. It is my privilege to introduce him to 
you today.  
 
Gregory Hinton 
gregoryhinton@earthlink.net 
 


