
  
    
      BRAVE, BOLD, AND A LITTLE BIT WILD

      THE STORY OF CALAMITY JANE FOR KIDS

    

    
      
        RACHEL BROOKS

      

    

    
      BOOKSTEM

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2025 by Rachel Brooks

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Introduction: Who Was Calamity Jane?

      

    

    
      
        1. Growing Up Tough

      

      
        2. Becoming “Calamity Jane”

      

      
        3. The Wild West World She Lived In

      

      
        4. Adventures on the Frontier

      

      
        5. Friend of Wild Bill Hickok

      

      
        6. A Woman of Many Talents

      

      
        7. Trouble and Hard Times

      

      
        8. The Later Years

      

      
        9. The Legend Lives On

      

      
        10. Myths vs. Reality

      

    

    
      
        Conclusion: What Would Calamity Jane Do?

      

      
        Fun Facts About Calamity Jane

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INTRODUCTION: WHO WAS CALAMITY JANE?

          

        

      

    

    
      Not every kid grows up with a life full of comfort, and Martha Jane Canary was proof of that. She didn’t have a warm house full of soft beds or shelves lined with toys. What she did have was grit. That’s a word you might not hear much, but it means having the courage to keep going, even when things are hard. And for her, things were hard right from the start.

      By the time she was just a little older than you are now, Martha Jane had already seen more trouble than most people see in their whole lives. Her family moved from place to place, hoping for better luck, but it never really came. One by one, her parents got sick and died, and there she was—a kid, completely on her own.

      That’s where her story really begins. She didn’t sit around crying or feeling sorry for herself. She got up and faced the world the only way she knew how: head-on. She found work wherever she could, and it wasn’t easy work either. Jobs like washing dishes in smoky saloons, cooking for miners in muddy camps, or even tending to sick people who everyone else was too afraid to help.

      At that time, people didn’t expect girls to act like that. Girls were supposed to stay quiet, help around the house, and look pretty. Martha Jane didn’t care about any of those rules. She wore what she wanted—sometimes dresses, sometimes buckskin pants—and worked right alongside men twice her size. If someone told her she couldn’t do something because she was a girl, she’d just laugh and prove them wrong.

      There’s something special about a person who can keep going when the world keeps trying to knock them down. Every town she worked in taught her something new. She learned how to talk fast when people tried to cheat her. She learned how to listen carefully when someone needed help. And most of all, she learned how to stand her ground when someone thought they could push her around.

      It wasn’t just hard work, though. There were also moments of fun and adventure. Martha Jane liked to sing, and she was pretty good at it. She would stand in the middle of a saloon after a long day of scrubbing or cooking and belt out a tune that got the whole place clapping along. She told stories too—stories about her day or stories she just made up on the spot. People couldn’t help but smile when she started talking.

      As time went on, she didn’t just work jobs. She started making friends in all these little frontier towns, people who saw her strength and kindness. Some even said she was braver than most men they knew. Of course, others didn’t like her much at all. They said she was wild and didn’t act like a “proper lady.” But Martha Jane didn’t care what they thought. She wasn’t trying to be proper. She was trying to survive.

      When she wasn’t working, she’d sneak outside and ride horses. Even as a kid, she was a natural on horseback. She’d race through fields and over hills, letting her troubles fly away in the wind behind her. People who saw her ride said she looked like she was born to do it. Later in her life, she’d even earn a place as one of the fastest, toughest riders in the West. But that was still years away.

      During those early years, she started to figure out how to talk her way into better jobs. Not everything she said was completely true, but that didn’t seem to bother her much. If she needed to convince someone she knew how to shoot or ride or track, she’d smile and tell them she’d done it all before—even if she hadn’t. Then she’d work twice as hard to make sure she really could. That confidence, even when she was unsure inside, was one of her greatest talents.

      People started to notice she was more than just a hard worker. She cared about people. When someone got sick, she’d be the first one to help, sitting up all night if she had to. When a family didn’t have enough to eat, she’d give them part of her pay, even if it meant she went hungry. That kind of kindness is harder to find than gold in a riverbed, especially in a place as rough as the frontier.

      She made a name for herself before she even knew it. Folks would whisper about “that tough Canary girl” who could outwork a man, outride a cowboy, and still find time to sing a song at the end of the day. And even though her life was anything but easy, she never stopped finding ways to keep moving forward.

      There were plenty of times she could’ve given up. Nights when she was cold and alone, mornings when there was no food and no job waiting. But she didn’t let that stop her. Every time the world told her “no,” she found a way to turn it into a “yes.” That kind of determination is what set her apart. That’s what made her story worth telling.
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      Martha Jane’s story didn’t start with buckskins, pistols, and wild adventures. It started in a small house in Princeton, Missouri, where she was born to a family trying to scrape by. The Canarys weren’t rich, but they worked hard, doing whatever they could to keep food on the table. Even as a little girl, Martha Jane saw how tough life could be when money was always tight and the future felt uncertain.

      Her parents, Robert and Charlotte, had six children altogether, and Martha Jane was the oldest. Being the oldest in a big family usually meant extra responsibility, and that was true for her. She was expected to help keep an eye on her younger siblings, fetch water, gather kindling for the fire, and help her mother with meals. It wasn’t the kind of childhood where she got to play much, but it was the kind where she learned how to work hard and speak up when she needed to.

      One thing she didn’t seem to learn, though, was how to stay quiet. Even as a little kid, she had a quick temper and a sharp tongue. If someone teased one of her brothers or sisters, she was the first to step in and set things straight. If an adult talked down to her, she’d glare at them and cross her arms, daring them to say it again. That kind of spirit didn’t always make her popular, but it did earn her a kind of respect from the people who lived nearby.

      When she was around ten years old, her parents decided to move the family west. Missouri was crowded and farmland was getting harder to come by. Out in Montana, they’d heard, there were open spaces, big skies, and more opportunities. Packing up everything they owned, they loaded a wagon and joined a train of settlers heading out toward the unknown.

      That journey was nothing like traveling today. There were no paved roads or rest stops. Just miles of rough trail, dry winds, and creaky wagon wheels. Some days the sun was so hot that the dust from the trail turned into thick clouds that clung to their skin. Other days, the wind howled through the wagon canvas and made it feel like they might blow right off the road. Martha Jane didn’t complain, though. She sat on the edge of the wagon seat, gripping the reins alongside her father whenever he let her. Every bump and turn just made her more determined to keep moving forward.

      The trip took weeks, but eventually, they made it to Virginia City, Montana. It was nothing like the little town they’d left behind. Virginia City was rough and full of miners looking for gold. The streets were loud, lined with wooden buildings that leaned into the wind. People shouted from saloon doors, horses kicked up mud and straw, and wagons clattered past at all hours.

      It was there, in that noisy mining town, that Martha Jane’s world really started to change. Not long after they arrived, her mother got sick. There weren’t many doctors around, and medicine was hard to come by. Martha Jane stayed up at night trying to help her, but nothing worked. When her mother died, the whole family seemed to go quiet for a while. Her father tried to hold everything together, but it wasn’t long before he grew sick too.

      When he passed away, Martha Jane was just around twelve years old. Suddenly, she and her brothers and sisters were on their own, with no money, no home, and nobody to guide them. Most kids might have broken down or run away. Martha Jane didn’t. She took charge of her younger siblings, gathering them together and figuring out what to do next.

      That was when she really started to grow into the bold, determined person she’d become known for later. She went out looking for work wherever she could find it. It didn’t matter what kind of job it was—washing dishes, sweeping floors, cooking meals. She’d knock on doors and talk her way into anything she thought she could handle. If she didn’t know how to do something, she’d figure it out.

      Talking her way into jobs wasn’t just about telling people she was willing to work. She had to make her conversations count. When an employer gave her a doubtful look, she’d tell them exactly what they needed to hear—sometimes adding a little flair to her story to make herself sound more experienced. If she had to convince a miner to pay her fairly, she’d stand her ground and keep her voice steady until they agreed. Those weren’t simple, polite conversations. They were little battles, and she got better at them every time.

      How her parents’ deaths left her to fend for herself

      The day her mother died, Martha Jane was standing at the edge of her family’s small cabin, holding one of her little sisters close. The wind outside rattled the door like it wanted in, but inside everything felt heavy and still. Her mother had been sick for weeks, coughing and growing weaker no matter how many times Martha Jane brought her water or wiped her face with a cool rag. Neighbors stopped by now and then to help, but there was nothing anyone could do. When her mother finally took her last breath, Martha Jane didn’t cry right away. She just tightened her jaw and stared at the wall, willing herself to stay strong.

      After the funeral, her father tried to keep things going. He worked longer hours in town and came home later each night, his boots dragging through the dirt as he came up the steps. He didn’t smile much anymore, but he still nodded to her and told her she was “doing fine.” Martha Jane kept the younger kids fed and clean and tried not to think about how tired her father looked.

      Then, only a few months later, he got sick too. It happened fast. One day he came home holding his stomach and looking pale, and the next he couldn’t even get out of bed. Martha Jane did everything she could, but nothing worked. When he passed, there wasn’t even enough money left for a proper funeral. A few neighbors helped dig the grave, and that was it. No long speeches, no comforting words. Just another hard day in a town that had already seen too many.

      After both her parents were gone, she was just twelve years old, standing at the head of a household full of younger siblings. The youngest couldn’t even dress themselves yet. They looked up at her with wide, scared eyes, waiting for her to tell them what to do. Martha Jane took a deep breath and told them they were going to be alright, even though she had no idea how.

      That was when everything changed.

      She sold what little the family had left—pots, blankets, even her mother’s best dress—and put the coins in a tin she kept under her bed. Then she started knocking on doors. She asked everyone she could find if there was work. Most of them told her she was too young, too small, or just a girl. But she didn’t stop asking. Eventually someone agreed to pay her a few cents to wash dishes in the back of a saloon.

      The saloon was loud, smoky, and full of rough men who barely noticed her. At first she was scared. The clatter of glasses and chairs scraping against the floor made her jump every time. But she kept her head down and worked, scrubbing plates until her fingers cracked and bled. At the end of the night, the cook handed her a few coins. It wasn’t much, but it was enough to buy bread and beans for her brothers and sisters.

      As the weeks went on, she picked up more jobs—sweeping floors, carrying water, even cleaning out stables. People began to notice that she didn’t complain and didn’t quit, no matter how bad the job was. That earned her a little respect, and soon she was earning enough to keep her family from starving.

      She also got better at talking to people. At first her conversations were quick and nervous, just asking for work or thanking someone for a meal. But after a while she learned how to say more, how to make her words count. If someone told her there was no work, she’d smile just enough to seem polite but stand her ground until they gave her a chance. If a shopkeeper tried to charge her too much for flour, she’d tilt her head, lower her voice, and ask if they really thought she couldn’t count.

      Those conversations became more than just ways to get what she needed. They became tools she could use to protect herself and her family. She noticed how people reacted to certain words, how they shifted when she leaned in closer or softened her tone. The more she paid attention, the better she got at shaping what she said into something that worked. It was like learning a new skill, and she practiced it every day.

      Being the head of the family wasn’t just about finding work. It was also about keeping everyone together. At night, when her brothers and sisters got scared or cried for their mother, Martha Jane sat on the edge of the bed and told them everything was going to be fine. She told them funny stories about what she’d seen that day, or about the time a drunk miner tried to sit on a horse backwards and fell in the mud. Those moments reminded her how important it was to not just talk, but to really talk—to use her words to calm them, to make them laugh, to help them feel safe.

      It wasn’t always enough. There were still nights when she lay awake staring at the ceiling, wondering how much longer she could keep it up. There were mornings when her back ached and her feet felt like lead, but she still got up before sunrise and kept moving. No one else was going to do it for her.

      The other kids in town didn’t treat her like one of them anymore. They whispered about her in the street, saying she was strange for wearing pants, strange for working like a boy, strange for acting like she was in charge. She ignored them. Let them whisper. She had more important things to worry about.

      Her early jobs

      The saloon kitchen was hot and loud, and Martha Jane stood at a wooden table piled high with dirty plates, her sleeves rolled up to the elbows. The air smelled of fried meat and cigar smoke, and her hands were red from hours in scalding dishwater. She barely noticed anymore. This was her first steady job, and it didn’t matter how hard or messy it was. What mattered was that it paid, and that meant her brothers and sisters had supper waiting when they got home.

      At first, the men working there laughed at her. They didn’t think a skinny girl could keep up with the dishes during a busy night, when the crowd was loud and plates stacked up faster than she could wash them. But she didn’t flinch. She worked faster, scrubbing and rinsing and stacking, until even the cook nodded in approval. He was a gruff man with a loud voice, but after a week of watching her keep pace with no complaints, he stopped shouting at her and started calling her “kid” instead of “girl.” That felt like something.

      After a while she noticed that the work was easier when she didn’t just keep her head down. She started listening to the men talk while they worked, picking up little pieces of news or gossip she could use later. She’d toss in a word or two of her own when they let her. At first they ignored her, but the more she spoke, the more they started responding. One evening she made a quick joke about the bartender’s bald head and everyone roared with laughter, even the bartender himself. That was when she realized a little humor could make hard work feel lighter and conversations feel like more than just words traded back and forth.

      When another girl in town got sick and couldn’t come in to cook, Martha Jane offered to fill in. She didn’t know all the recipes, but she figured she could follow instructions. That first night she burned a pan of biscuits and over-salted the stew, but she stayed calm, kept her hands moving, and managed to get everything done. The customers didn’t even complain much, and the cook gave her an approving slap on the back before she left. It was messy, hot work, but she liked being the one in charge of feeding a room full of people.

      She worked as a cook whenever she could after that. Cooking taught her more than just how to keep meat from burning. It taught her how to plan ahead, how to talk to suppliers, how to manage her time when three different people were shouting orders at her all at once. And it taught her how to keep her tone steady even when she was tired or frustrated, because snapping at someone rarely helped. She got better at picking the right words to calm someone down, hurry them up, or make them smile enough to leave her alone. Those weren’t just kitchen skills. Those were life skills.

      In between kitchen shifts she found other jobs. One of the strangest was nursing. There wasn’t always a real doctor in town, and when a fever swept through, everyone scrambled to help. Martha Jane volunteered right away. She spent days wiping sweaty foreheads, spooning broth into people who couldn’t sit up, and helping neighbors through long, scary nights.

      Nursing taught her a different kind of conversation. When you’re sitting by someone who’s sick or scared, you can’t just bark out orders or make jokes. You have to speak softly, and you have to mean what you say. She learned how to listen before she answered, how to pick words that comforted without making promises she couldn’t keep. Sometimes the sick just needed someone to sit quietly with them and say nothing at all. That was hard for her at first, but it got easier the more she did it.

      Other jobs came and went. She hauled buckets of water from the creek for a family who couldn’t spare their own kids. She mended shirts and trousers for miners who didn’t care if her stitches were straight as long as the holes were closed. She even helped herd cattle once, riding at the back of the line and hollering at strays until her throat was raw. Every job added something to the way she carried herself and the way she talked to people.

      Her conversations became more than just requests or answers. They turned into exchanges. She noticed how people reacted differently when she added a little detail, or when she leaned in and lowered her voice to share something private. She’d watch for a glint in someone’s eye that meant they were about to laugh, or the way their shoulders dropped when she told them what they wanted to hear.

      At the saloon, she started greeting customers instead of just washing their plates. At first they barely noticed her, but when she started asking questions—where they’d come from, what they were hauling, who they were waiting for—they opened up. Some nights she’d hear whole stories about cattle drives and gold strikes while she stacked mugs. And she’d file those stories away, knowing they might come in handy later.

      One night, a traveling merchant came through town and stopped for a drink. Martha Jane struck up a conversation while she cleared his table. He told her about a job opening in another camp two towns over, where they needed a cook for a crew of miners. She asked sharp, clear questions, and when he left, she already had a plan for how to get there and what to say to get hired. That was how she learned that conversations weren’t just for passing time—they could open doors if you knew how to steer them.

    



