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Amanda Blake was best known to the 
world as “Miss Kitty” for nearly two 

decades on the Western television series, 
Gunsmoke. The larger-than-life actress set 
the stage for future generations of women as 
television’s first independent female business 
owner, leaving behind a lasting legacy for 
millions of fans. However, unknown to 
many of her followers, Ms. Blake left a far 
greater legacy as a passionate wildlife activist  
and conservationist.

Amanda’s animal advocacy pursuits intrigued 
me, inspiring me as a Girl Scout Ambassador 
to pursue my Gold Award, the highest 
national leadership award a Girl Scout may 
earn. I am honored to have spent the past two 
years working closely with several notable 
organizations, the Phoenix Zoo Auxiliary 
among them, to share the little-told story 

GUNSMOKE’S “MISS KITTY:”
Cheetah-Breeding Pioneer!

of Ms. Blake’s work as a powerful voice on 
behalf of animal wellbeing and conservation. 
Through countless hours of research and 
cross-country interviews with close friends of 
the Gunsmoke actress, as well as experts in 
the fields of animal conservation and welfare, 
I am creating a documentary to honor Ms. 
Blake’s love and passion for all the world’s 
“furried, feathered and fuzzied” (Amanda 
Blake, as quoted in Beckey Burgoyne’s 
Perfectly Amanda: Gunsmoke’s “Miss Kitty,” 
To Dodge and Beyond).

An avid animal activist for decades, Ms. Blake 
served in leadership positions within state and 
national animal welfare-related organizations.  
Ms. Blake also co-founded the Arizona Animal 
Welfare League, the state’s oldest and largest  
no-kill shelter.

In later years, the actress turned to wildlife 
conservation, dedicating significant time and 
effort toward saving the endangered species 
of the world. With numerous trips to the 
eastern regions of Africa under her belt, Ms. 
Blake focused on preserving African wildlife, 
with species’ populations dwindling at an 
alarming rate at the hands of poachers. One 
particular species facing extinction caught the 
actress’s attention: the cheetah. Alongside her 
then-husband Frank Gilbert, the two were 
among the first private owners to successfully 
breed cheetahs in human care, sharing their 
knowledge within the zoological world. The 
Gilberts became renowned for saving these 
big cats from extinction. According to Beckey 
Burgoyne, author of Ms. Blake’s biography: "...
The Gilberts' research and knowledge forever 
left a legacy for the survival of the endangered 
cheetah."
 
Amanda Blake stated, regarding her cheetah-
breeding success, '"The cheetahs are a 
scientific project and we are attempting to do 
this in order to see that the species survives.'"

Donating both knowledge and cubs to zoos 
around the country, the Gilberts graciously 
assisted the Phoenix Zoo in launching their 
own cheetah-breeding program. The Zoo 

received cubs from the Gilberts' in 1978. 
Long-time  ladies’ Auxiliary member and 
former President Jan Patten remarked, 
“We wanted to have cheetahs, and through 
[Amanda’s] husband and herself…they were 
able to help us. They brought us cubs; I 
think there [were] three of them…they were 
wonderful. It was such a treat to have them 
here. And I know she [Amanda] was very 
proud…to have some in the Zoo here.”

In addition to her conservation role, Ms. Blake 
served for many years as a ladies’ Auxiliary 
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Cee-Cee's Girl Scout Gold Award project, 
a brick for Amanda Blake.
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member, capitalizing upon her world-wide 
celebrity as “Miss Kitty” to lend a hand in 
numerous fundraising efforts.

I am honored to have interviewed key staff 
members and volunteers at the Phoenix 
Zoo, and to further spread awareness 
of Ms. Blake’s achievements within the 
animal world, I have raised funds to install 
a paving brick in the Zoo’s Predator Passage 
area, memorializing the Gilberts’ work as 
cheetah-breeding pioneers. The Auxiliary, in 
honor of Amanda’s membership within their 

group, has graciously added her name to the 
Auxiliary Memorial Ramada. When visiting 
the Zoo, head to Predator Passage and the 
Auxiliary Ramada to view the physical 
tributes dedicated in memory of Ms. Blake!
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