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The Sage Hens and the 
Camarillo Ranch 

by 
Beth Miller 

 
 

      The Camarillo Ranch, The Sage Hens and the Santa Barbara Fiesta are all linked by an 
everlasting passion for the most dynamic and beautiful symbol of western life.    Without horses, 
life in the West would not have thrived.  Due to their size and strength, they are able to do 
numerous jobs on the ranch and farm.  But horses also offer friendship between species and help 
keep us close to nature.  They encourage social bonding on group trails, fun and relaxation. 
The horse is also the perfect partner and companion to offer a sense of freedom and power to 
its rider. 
   So, it is no surprise why these three groups, who celebrate the majesty, skill and intelligence of 
the horse, would combine from time to time 
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Francisca “Paquita” Burket Parker  (date unknown) 
Granddaughter of Adolfo and Isabel Camarillo and future Camarillo White Horse Rider and Sage Hen 

 
Harold and Isabella Camarillo Burket at Santa Barbara Fiesta 

Daughter and son-in-law of Adolfo and Isabel Camarillo 
Parents of Paquita Parker and Susana Lamb 

 
        Adolfo Camarillo’s devotion to the horse is well documented and his reasons for registering 
in the Santa Barbara Fiesta Parade in 1924 were straight forward.   Fiesta celebrates Old California 
and the Californios, who were among the most outstanding equestrians in history.   Fiesta would 
become among the largest most celebrated equestrian parades in the nation. 
       For Adolfo, who cherished the past and aimed to the future, Fiesta offered him an 
opportunity to step back in time and display his equestrian skills at the community celebration.   
He was attired in his elaborate charro suit that harkened back to the romance, chivalry, pride and 
tradition of days gone by.       His beloved Sultan was equally adorned in a priceless silver saddle.   
“We’re the oldest entry in Fiesta,” explained Adolfo’s youngest daughter, Carmen, to the Los 
Angeles Times in 1967.  “We only missed once—the year Mama died in 1936.”   
     In the early years of Fiesta, Adolfo rode with his family: his son, daughters and their husbands 
and some friends.  Over the years, the married daughters turned over the reins to Adolfo’s 
granddaughters, but Carmen continued to ride. In 1971 she would be honored as the Grand 
Marshal of the Fiesta parade. 
      Eventually the famous Camarillo White Horses were ridden mostly by women wearing 
stunning red satin parade attire.   As time went on, the granddaughters, great-granddaughters 
and female friends of the Camarillo Ranch continued the tradition that began in 1924.   This is 
where The Sage Hens enter the story. 
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Adolfo and granddaughters L- R Paquita Burket Parker, Susana Burket Lamb, Carmelita FitzGerald Nicholson, Gloria Petit Longo 

Later Carmen Camarillo would take over her father’s center position. 
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Adolfo’s last ride in the Santa Barbara Fiesta (1941)    He told the Oxnard Press Courier: “This time I want to see the parade,”   
 

 
Carmen in the center position at Santa Barbara Fiesta 
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                                                                        Maxi Decker, founding member of Sage Hens and Hens’ historian 

 
      An intrepid group of women make up the Sage Hens.  After being told they could not 
participate in the all-male Los Rancheros Visitadores rides, they formed their own equestrian 
group in 1954.   The six founding members came from a variety of backgrounds and professions. 
They included mothers. grandmothers, artist, doctor, model, musician, nurse, secretary, teacher, 
veterinarian and writer.  Today it continues to be a diverse group.    The rides would be in spring 
during Mother’s Day weekend.  The trail rides became a 5-day event and included a fall ride.  
Maxi Decker, the last surviving member of the founding group, kept an enormous scrap book 
covering the rides for over 55 years.  It includes photos, newspaper articles, by-laws and more.  
A professional singer-song writer, Maxi provided the campsite entertainment and wrote Sage 
Hens songs and poems.   
 
     They started the Sage Hens during a time when women, who after marriage, stayed home, 
raised the family and left their professional lives behind.   In the founding group, the women had 
to ride their horses to and from the backcountry campsite of at least 15 miles in one day.  At that 
time, they could not trailer in their horses.  Most slept in sleeping bags under the stars.  A few 
used tents.  Today RVs and trailers are permitted.  All of the Sage Hens have a sense of playfulness 
and participate in humorous games, sing-alongs and fun activities at the campsites.  Approved 
female guests (called ‘squabs’) are allowed on the ride.    Should the squab want to apply for 
membership, she must be a guest for two years.  No men are permitted in the campground at 
night. 
 
   The purpose of the group was to have a long, leisurely ride with their best equine friend as well 
as promote friendships among the women, have fun and perhaps monitor the trails. The rugged 
backcountry rides are researched and well-prepared by an appointed Trail Boss.  According to 
their rules and regulations, all riders must recognize and abide by the decisions of the Trail Boss 
and all riders are to stay behind her on the trail.   No one under age 21 may attend any Sage Hens 
function with exception of Chicks who may be invited on a Day Ride.  Family and friends may 
attend the Mother’s Day luncheon before the Sage Hens depart for the trail ride.  
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    Within this group of disciplined and skilled equestrians are women who have connections to 
the Camarillo Ranch.   The common link between the Sage Hens and the Camarillo Ranch is the 
Santa Barbara Fiesta where many of the women met at the parade.  They also met at the fast and 
furious downhill evening ride at the entrance of the Santa Barbara Bowl, which was one of 
Carmen Camarillo’s favorite activities during Fiesta. 
 
 
 

 
 
The Santa Barbara Bowl was constructed by local stone masons in 1936 with funds from the Works Progress 
Administration (WPA). It was originally planned as the site for “Old Spanish Days” celebrations.   
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Meet the Sage Hens Who Rode Camarillo White Horses 

 
Hattie Feazelle  Sage Hens ride in 1970 

 

 
Hattie Feazelle in her signature blue dress at Santa Barbara Fiesta. 

 
 

Hattie Feazelle  (1911-2011) 
 
     In 1924 Hattie was just twelve years old.  Adolfo noticed her in the Santa Barbara Fiesta Parade 
lineup with her white, half-Arabian pony.  He invited Hattie to join him and other Camarillos in 
the parade.   Like the Camarillos, Hattie continued riding in the parade.  She rode every year for 
87 years.   When she turned 97 years old, her daughter drove her in a carriage because Hattie 
said her horse was too old to go the entire parade distance.  Hattie was a beloved member of the 
Sage Hens for 40 years and was the “life of the party.”  She also rode with Adolfo’s granddaughter, 
Sage Hen Paquita Burket Parker on trail rides. 
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 Barbara McGowan (1909-1993) 
Camarillo Ranch Nurse and Camarillo White Horse Parade Rider 
 
     Barbara McGowan was a favorite private nurse among several families in Montecito before 
coming to the Camarillo Ranch to care for Isabel Camarillo.   During her illness, Doña Isabel stayed 
in Rosa’s room.  It is not known which bedroom Barbara used.   
 
   While at the Ranch, she learned to cook many Mexican dishes.  It’s possible that one of her 
culinary teachers was Natividad Servin (Tia Nati) who was the longtime cook and housekeeper.  
Today those recipes remain a mystery because Barbara never wrote them down. 
 
      Barbara spoke Spanish and sang Mexican lullabies to her children.  After Isabel’s passing in 
1936, Barbara and her family continued to visit at the Ranch. They attended barbecues set up on 
the east side of the house where “lots of meat was served,” said Barbara’s son Edo.  He also 
noted that events “were very crowded.”    In the late 1940s Adolfo gave Edo a Shetland pony.  
Barbara was also one of the frequent White Horse parade riders.   One of her favorite horse 
stories was when she and the Camarillos rode the famous white horses into Joe’s Bar for drinks.   
 
     She was a charter member of the Sage Hens, rode the first trail ride and many more after.    
Through the Sage Hens and the Camarillo Ranch Barbara is connected with Adolfo and Isabel’s 
granddaughter, Paquita Parker, who was a member and later president of the organization.  She 
was also connected to Paquita’s friend, Judy Paulos Pearce.  Judy had been a member of 
Barbara’s 4-H Horse Club where her love of horses flourished 
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Barbara McGowan 2nd left 

 
 
 

 
In 1947 Adolfo Camarillo gave Barbara McGowan’s son, Edo, a Shetland pony named Juanita. 
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Paquita and Pixie at a Sage Hens trail ride. 

 
Francisca “Paquita” Parker (1930-1999) 
Daughter of Harold and Isabella (Nunie) Camarillo Burket and granddaughter of Adolfo and Isabel Camarillo   
 
Ynez Parker LaDow (1959) 
Daughter of Harold and Paquita Parker, granddaughter of Harold and Nunie Burket and great-granddaughter of 
Adolfo and Isabel Camarillo 
 
     Home, horses and humor defined Paquita’s life.  Though she grew up in Ventura, she and her 
sister, Susana, spent as much time as possible at the Camarillo Ranch where they learned riding 
and ranch skills directly from their grandfather Adolfo and longtime Camarillo White Horse 
guardian, Meliton Ortiz.  With lunch packed in their saddlebags, Paquita and Susana rode off for 
the day, but not before being told the family joke, “Don’t go off the Ranch!”  They were free to 
roam the 10,000 acres.     
    When she was 9 years old and Susana was 10, the sisters wore Mexican clothing and rode their 
matching black Shetland ponies in the 1939 Santa Barbara Fiesta.  Following close behind them 
was their grandfather and other family members riding the Camarillo White Horses. 
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   Adolfo’s affectionate Spanish name for his granddaughters was “gallinas”.  It means hens.  Who 
would have thought that years later Paquita would become a member and president of the Sage 
Hens? 
 
     Besides riding the Camarillo White Horses at numerous parades, including Fiesta, Paquita 
belonged to several equestrian groups. Her love of horses was always on display at Christmas as 
she annually added horse and western ornaments to the family Christmas tree.   Her children 
continue that holiday tradition.  Judy Paulos Pearce, a frequent Sage Hens guest, wrote about her 
friend’s Christmas tree in an article entitled: “Horses on the Tree:  Christmas ornaments 
symbolize a California ranching tradition” for The Western Horseman in 1991. 
 
    The Sage Hens brought horses and humor together. Not only were the members skilled 
horsewomen, who enjoyed riding remote trails and camping, they delighted in frivolity and light-
hearted games.   Paquita’s daughter, Ynez, still laughs about campsite antics.  
 

 
Future Sage Hen Squab, Ynez Parker LaDow, with her mother Paquita Parker.  

 Ynez could not ride with the group until she reached the age of 21. 
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    Paquita taught her daughter Ynez Parker La Dow about riding in potentially hazardous areas as 
well as making silly hats to boot on the trail.  Just when Ynez finally reached the age requirement 
for a Sage Hen ride, she had a bad fall in which she suffered a broken ankle.  At the time of the 
ride, Ynez was to act as Paquita’s squab (guest and potential new member) by being her assistant 
on the trail doing a variety of trail jobs.  Undaunted, Paquita took care of her daughter, as well as 
her other trail duties, giving Ynez an unforgettable time.   
 
     Ynez rode Camarillo White Horses in numerous Fiesta parades with her mother, cousins and 
friends.  She is the historian of the Camarillo White Horse Association (CWHA).  She and her 
brother, Harold, assist the CWHA members with ongoing breeding and training programs.   The 
group also strives to educate the public about the Camarillo White Horse history. 
 

 
L-R Victoria Nicholson, Laura McAvoy, Paquita Parker, (unknown) Ynez Parker LaDow at Santa Barbara Fiesta 

 
 
 

Harold Parker Remembers, Pixie, His Mother’s Horse 
(Pictured on page 10) 

 
    Pixie was an amazing mare. She was an unregistered quarter horse.  Great in the hills and with 
cattle.  She was raised on the range and was very aware of her surroundings, especially snakes. I 
remember riding her in some thick tall mustard and thistle where I couldn't see past her ears.  She 
started to act jittery for no apparent reason.  About 10 seconds later a rattlesnake started to 
buzz.  I couldn't tell where it was, so I just gave her her head and let her take us both away from 
the snake.  
   She bore scars on her rump from being attacked by a mountain lion.  She had one foal.  It was 
a Palomino filly which we kids named Dixie.  The name stuck and Dixie became my dad's 
horse.  He rode her on the ranch and on many trail rides including Rancheros. 
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Paquita and her son Harold at Santa Barbara Fiesta 

 

 
 

Susana and Paquita at the Santa Barbara Fiesta 1939. 
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Followed by their family riding the Camarillo White Horses. 
 

 
 
 
 

Maxine Firfires 
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Left:  Maxine Firfires in 1986.   Sage Hens singing and resting at the end of the day 

 

 
 

Cowboy star, Buck Jones, his wife and daughter with “Silver,” “Sandy” and “Eagle”. 
Riding the Camarillo White Horses must have brought back memories  

for Maxine (center) of her father’s white horses. 
 
 

 
Maxine Firfires (1918-1990) 
 
      In the 1980s when it became difficult for Carmen to ride in parades, Sage Hen Maxine Firfires 
was asked to join the Camarillo White Horse riders.   
 
   Keeping with Sage Hens humor, Maxine jokingly wondered, with her friend Judy Paulos Pearce, 
what people might think having a redhead in the group.  Maxine rode with the Sage Hens at the 
time when Paquita Parker was president of the group.   
 
   Judy said her friend was a wonderful woman, full of fun.  Like many of the Sage Hens, Maxine 
grew up with horses. Her father was cowboy star Buck Jones and her mother was a stunt rider.  
She went with them to the film locations and spent days riding and investigating reservations and 
surrounding areas.  Maxine was a trick rider in her father’s Wild West Show & Circus.  She raised, 
trained and rode horses and mules all her life.   The Sage Hens were a perfect fit.   
 
   Maxine’s husband, artist Nicholas Firfires, designed the Sage Hens logo on page five. 
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Horse Tales 
by 

 
Judy Paulos Pearce 

Rider and Writer 
 

 
Judy Paulos Pearce at her first Santa Barbara Fiesta 1956 

 
 
    When I was a teenager, I rode with the Santa Barbara Bowl Riders.  Fiesta ’56 was the first time  
 I rode with the Santa Barbara Bowl Riders and with Paquita.  We came down the hill as the 
operetta on the stage was near the ending.   We were playing the “out of town guests for the 
wedding.” 
     The “Camarillo Girls,” that’s what everyone called them, always rode down, too.  
 
    I remember the narrow trail where we waited on for our queue and our leader Ila, and Carmen 
Camarillo, would have these intense arguments about who would ride down the hill first.     
We always rode ahead of the “Camarillo Girls.”   
 
     Their entry was one everyone looked forward to seeing and probably the most memorable 
entry in the parade for decades.  I remember they wore different color costumes, one-year gold 
satin, another blue.  But nothing looked as beautiful as the red dresses.    If you ask “old timers” 
what entry they remember best from years ago, it is nearly always the Camarillo White Horses. 
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    Ila told me that one time, she and Carmen put their horses in the freight elevator at the Santa 
Barbara Hotel to go up to the party on the top floor.  Adolfo Camarillo always took the whole top 
floor for the family at Santa Barbara’s Old Spanish Days Fiesta. 
 

Remembering Barbara McGowan 
 

     When I was a girl, Barbara started a 4-H Horse Club.  She noticed a lot of kids riding their horses 
in an unsafe way, like using just a halter and lead rope instead of a bridle.  So, Barbara decided 
to start the 4-H Club to teach proper horse care and riding.  I was one of the first members and 
learned a lot (no one in my family liked horses, let alone knew anything).  
    We had meetings at Barbara’s house and she would teach us, with intermittent lessons from 
trainers. Barbara got the best horse trainers to help us on occasion.   She even took us on camping 
trips with our horses.   Years later, after I was married, there were so many kids, in the 4-H Horse 
Club, that it had to be broken up into several groups with several horse knowledgeable leaders 
for the groups. 
 
 

 
Judy Pearce 

Writer Judy Pearce in search of a horse story for Montecito Magazine 
 

Judy’s knowledge was critical in identifying the connections between 
the Sage Hens and the Camarillo White Horse riders 
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The Camarillo Girls in Yellow Parade Attire  
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On this official parade photo the riders are called The Camarillo Sisters.   

Most people simply called them the Camarillo Girls. 
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Maxi Decker 
 

 
   Maxi Decker is the last surviving founding member of the Sage Hens.  She not only organized 
the trail rides, she was also the historian and entertainer.  She knew the Sage Hens who rode the 
Camarillo White Horses and provided many photos and stories.  Her Sage Hens scrapbook is an 
essential research tool. 
 
   Maxi’s exceptional and daring riding skills began when she was a child.  She was born and raised 
in Nashville, Tennessee where her father bred Arabian horses.  When she was 19, the family 
moved to the Santa Ynez Valley with sixty horses. 
 
   Maxi’s riding always included daring, a sense of adventure, and humor.    At the Sage Hens 
campsites she would instruct the others to get on the ground and learn to move and walk like 
the horse.  Her love of horses and riding took her all the way to becoming a national champion 
in endurance riding.    It was her belief that a Sage Hen should ride her horse the fifteen miles to 
the campsite.    Maxi has ridden in countless horse shows and won numerous ribbons.   
 
    One of the horseback games in which she excelled was Scoop Polo “an exciting sport with 
basketball hoops and lacrosse-like scoops instead of goal posts and mallets.”   Paquita played 
Scoop Polo on the trail rides.    Maxi is also an artist and country singer-song writer.   She has also 
written six books about her many adventures.  In her book No Trail Untried, she recounted the 
early days of the Sage Hens.   
 
   Today at age 93, Maxi has not stopped finding ways to help people connect and have fun in the 
great outdoors.  One of the goals of the early Sage Hens was to perhaps monitor the trails.  Today 
she uses her artistic skills to paint pictures of Mickey Mouse on rocks she has found along the 
beach. 
 
  The decorated rocks are placed along trails for children and families to find and take home.  On 
the back of each rock are the words, “Take me home.”  She has painted more than 150 rocks.  
Disney has included her in a documentary along with the Mickey Mouse toy that she was given 
as a child.  She named her first horse Mickey Mouse. 
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Paquita Parker, left, preparing for a game of Scoop Polo 

 

 
Maxi Decker playing Scoop Polo at the Earl Warren Show Grounds. 
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A flock of Sage Hens 
Over the years the group has grown from the first ride of 6 friends. 
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Page one of the Sage Hens History 
The scrapbook covers 1954-2009 

 
 


