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			Introduction

			They say the truth shall set you free. But, in the case of a woman named Calamity, they’re wrong. It’s true that she recorded the details of her own life, a rare gift left behind for biographers over which to salivate. But biographers do not salivate over this subject. Instead, they scratch their heads and tell us that her own words are an aberration of the truth. The words are little more than so much publicity feeding into the persona of someone who called herself Calamity Jane—someone who never really existed. Not as she had documented. Her words were more Legend than Truth.

			But what is truth and what is legend and how does each contribute to the historical accuracy of a biographical figure taken from the pages of time?

			It’s true: Calamity’s legend, it would appear, precedes her. But not the reality.

			Or does it?

			A legend springs up around a body; it’s not a lifeless cosmic entity created by it. And certainly Calamity Jane had seen her share of legends spring up around her. From books written about her. Newspaper articles. Magazine stories. Wild West shows. Gossipy neighbors. Tall tales passed from one generation to the next.

			Some of them are undeniably true. Some are false. When looking through the life and times of Calamity Jane, nothing is as it appears. Was she born in 1852, as she claimed, or 1856? In Princeton, Missouri, as she said, or the hinterlands of Ohio? Did she ride with Generals Crook, Miles, and Custer? Was she on the Newton-Jenney Expedition into the Badlands of South Dakota to confirm rumors of massive deposits of precious gold? Did she know Wild Bill Hickok intimately, casually, or not at all? Was she the gilt-edged Florence Nightingale of the American Plains or the devil incarnate?

			Her biographers agree to disagree. They present proof that disputes her own written accounts of her life’s events. But even that evidence is subject to human error and misinterpretation.

			So, in the end, we are left with Martha Jane’s own words of her life’s history. And with the legends. And that can be both good and bad. 

			Legends can be misleading. But they are a necessary part of nation-building. They are the primary means we have of preserving the seeds of reality that sprout into something larger than life and grow under the weight of their own dominion. Legends must contain truth to flourish, or else they will wither and die before ever having had a chance to take root. As they grow, they become permanently affixed in our minds. Like Pocahontas saving the life of Jamestown’s John Smith or the Chesapeake & Ohio’s John Henry, that “steel-drivin’ man,” who went toe-to-toe with a steam-powered hammer and won.

			As far as Calamity Jane goes, who would have recalled without the aid of legend that she ever even knew Wild Bill Hickok? Who would have remembered that she slept with him, fought alongside him, loved him, nurtured him through the pipe, “married” him, bore him a child, set him free so that he could marry another, wept for him at his gravesite, and vowed to bring his murdering assassin Jack McCall to justice? Which of us, in fact—but for the legends surrounding her—would know any of her life’s story, the true and the false, the good and the bad? Would you have recalled that she at least knew Wild Bill and loved him even if none of the other legends swirling around her relationship to him had come to pass?

			Probably not.

			Legends are stories we build within our minds. Like highways, they carry travelers from one spot to another. In that sense, legends are reality on steroids. Although they may be exaggerations of the truth, they help us to understand the reality a little more clearly through our own historical perspectives. If legends enable us to do that, how bad can they be?

			In the end, legends are created by storytellers who, in weaving their craft, expose themselves as gossipers and lie mongers and prevaricators and feasting jackals via their tales. If Calamity were alive today, she would agree that she was a damn first-rate storyteller on her own . . . and be proud of it.

			Of course, she was no gilded lily. Far from it. Calamity herself would have admitted there had been some reporters who referred to her over the years as a drunk and a whore and an outright liar and a blasphemer and a gambler and a common thief. To those people, she would have said, Guilty as charged! After all, she recognized early in life that a gal has to build a reputation for herself if she’s going to remain in demand and survive in a hostile world dominated by hostile men. And Calamity Jane remained in demand and survived for more than half a century.

			Over the course of these past hundred-plus years since her passing, the restless spirit of Calamity Jane has walked the sagging boards and dusty trails of life, waiting for her story to be told. Her own life’s story from the recollections of the woman herself—Calamity Jane. It is the truth as Calamity knew it—or at least believed it—to be true. It is the truth varnished with the tint of legend that created from her earliest recollections the Woman-Child she eventually turned out to be. Taller than real life and yet smaller than death.

			Whether accurate or exaggerated, this is the story of Martha Jane Cannary’s life, as she lived it, saw it, and hoped it to be remembered. Only a select few people had the opportunity to write down her words and actions and feelings and thoughts as they unfolded. And maybe to fill in a little between the cracks for those parts of the legend Calamity may have overlooked. 

			But only one of those people was named Calamity Jane. Only one of them left a roadmap of the life she led as a notorious plainswoman. Only one of them wrote her autobiography and stepped back to dare others following in her footsteps to claim it untrue or exaggerated—which, of course, many biographers have done.

			But Calamity Jane’s story is not one to which a traditional historical biography can do justice. Thus was born this book, the historical enactment of the life Calamity Jane wanted us to believe she lived—and perhaps herself believed she had lived. Judging her through the lens of the psychohistorian who has studied her throughout time, this book offers new insights into the woman Calamity worked so hard to create and assign to the pages of history. For that, she is to be remembered and applauded. A liar? A charlatan? A scoundrel? A brigand? Or was she merely a product of her environment—as are we all—and of her circumstances? If so, given the harsh realities she was forced to face from her earliest days on earth, it is a miracle she had any ego left at all by the time she passed from it.

			While most of the dialogues contained within are historically documented, some are psychohistorically recreated. All are in keeping with Calamity’s own presentation of and beliefs about herself, her family, and her life. As such, they shed valuable light on the probability of what the real Martha Jane Cannary was like—long before she had a chance to morph into the free-spirited character known as Calamity Jane.

			As such, this is the only portrait of Calamity created from her own words—directly or indirectly, remembered correctly, overlooked, taken from sources who knew her, historically psychoanalyzed from afar, dissected from up close, or even long since ignored or forgotten. These are her words about her life as she intended them to be told—recalled accurately or implied, embellished or shot straight from the hip like a .38-caliber revolver fired from the back of a charging steed in Buffalo Bill’s Wild West Show.

			Exactly as things happened.

			Or, at least, as far as she wanted us to know.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Calamity: An Autobiography

			A woman who has killed more than five score of Indians, who has met and conquered a dozen bad men, and has been in more deadly rows than falls to the lot of a hundred average men, is now earning a living as a book agent.

			—Burlington Gazette, November 17, 1896 

			The rugged, porous lands of the Black Hills-to-Laramie road couldn’t have been more inviting. The coach, clattering along the trail, called out to everyone within hundreds of miles: Take me, I’m yours.

			And one day, after waylaying that very same stage only weeks earlier and making off with sixty thousand dollars in gold and cash, one group of men attempted it again. As the driver urged the eight-horse team around the bend, half a dozen killers armed to the teeth poured down on them from the rocky hillside. Releasing a volley of shots, one of the outlaws hit the driver in the chest. He slumped forward, turning to his sidekick and handing off the reins.

			“I’m hit,” he called, clutching his chest. “I’m hit bad. Don’t let ’em get you, Marthy. Run ’em back to town.”

			Martha Jane Cannary grabbed the reins and, as she had done so many times before, whistled to the team, whipping them into a frenzy. With hot lead zinging past her, Martha poured on the fuel; and when the first outlying facades of Deadwood loomed just over the horizon, she breathed her first deep breath in a lifetime.

			The gunshots slowed in pace, their sounds diminishing sharply. As the coach poured into town and people came running out to see about the clatter, the outlaws stopped, turned, and rode off once more into the hills that sheltered them from the law.

			Martha pulled the team up in front of the depot, checked on her companion, and climbed down from the seat. The sheriff came running out of his office just as the first of the coach’s six passengers emerged unscathed.

			“What is it? What happened here?”

			Martha shook the dust from her sleeves, looking back over her shoulder.

			“Holdup,” she said, motioning with her head. “’Fraid poor ol’ Jack’s made his last run.”

			[image: ]

			That was only one of the experiences Martha Jane Cannary—aka Calamity Jane—wrote about in her autobiography in 1896. Or, rather, she had written about her. Approaching the end of her fourth decade on earth, Calamity was illiterate; she had to hire a ghostwriter to scribe her life into a pamphlet. Short life: shorter pamphlet.

			Once her autobiography was complete, she had a local printer publish copies for her to sell to anyone who seemed a likely customer. Which meant anyone who had ever heard anything at all about Calamity Jane or talked with her for an hour or two on the streets or—more likely—in the saloons. Calamity had learned early that living such a colorful life while having been born a female was an advantage few other women her age could claim. She realized she would have been foolish not to press every advantage—and she did just that.

			Now, many people who write about themselves do so out of an overblown sense of superiority. Jane did not. She published and sold copies of her life’s story out of a need to survive, period. By the time she had reached her fourth decade of life on earth, she was an aging, sickly, compassionate, unemployed drunk. And even colorful drunks have to have a way of earning enough money to keep them off the wagon. The decision was no more complicated than that. 

			When she was younger, she had far more opportunities to walk into a saloon and, inside of a few hours, play a few hands of poker, win a game or two of faro, and buy a round for the house. That naturally led to the house buying a few rounds for her. She was, after all, the notorious Calamity Jane. It didn’t take her long to figure out the odds involved in that one.

			But as she grew older and longer of tooth, her looks, which when she was young and “dressed to the nines,” were girl-next-door attractive, turned to being ruggedly mannish. Her squared-off jaw, steely blue eyes, and high Choctaw cheekbones began to change. Under the strain of a harsh wilderness life, they morphed into a fleeting image of what they had been once. The men stopped courting her, stopped lavishing money on her, stopped paying her to go to bed with them. And her natural instincts at scouting and Indian fighting and running with the miners off to the next gold or silver strike soon abandoned her, much the same way her mother had done by dying so young of age in her own life. Before long, Calamity found herself in declining health and poor finances and—more often than not—alone. And, if truth be known, just a little afraid.

			Enter Calamity with her autobiography, which she had inked for very several specific reasons. For one, Calamity Jane had only recently begun appearing in Wild West shows and exhibitions back East. What better way to hype her popularity with her audiences than to tout her personal accomplishments and experiences—even if exaggerated? Who hadn’t heard of George Armstrong Custer and wouldn’t be impressed if Jane revealed she had ridden with him as a scout on his Indian campaigns throughout the West? 

			Another reason was to keep some of her friends and neighbors anxious to rub elbows with her at the bar—and, of course, to pick up the tab. Who wouldn’t want to admit he had shared time with the one-and-only Calam on more than one occasion? And drunk with her, played cards with her, or simply knew her on a first-name basis?

			For those people and all the people everywhere who had heard the name but never knew it belonged to a real person, they could tell their friends and family: I knew Calamity Jane when. 

			Who’s Calamity Jane? Some of them might have asked.

			Here, now. Some of them might have replied. Here’s Calamity Jane, in this pamphlet right here where you can read all about her for yourself in her very own words. And remember this: I wuz her friend!

			Or not.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			A Family Affair

			My maiden name was Marthy Cannary; was born in Princeton, Mo., May 1, 1852; father and mother natives of Ohio; had two brothers and three sisters, I being the oldest of the children.

			—The Autobiography of Calamity Jane

			Local Mercer County, Missouri, land records dating from the death of Martha Jane’s grandfather, James Cannary, show the family had only recently moved to Princeton, Missouri, from their ancestral home in Ohio, arriving in 1856. Grandpa James was a tough bird, a hard-nosed yet fair-minded self-made man who lived life the only way he knew how: full out.

			He arrived in Missouri with his son, Robert, and Robert’s wife, Charlotte, in late April. Charlotte was pregnant during the trip, and Martha Jane was born only two days after her grandpa had settled the family in with them and bought some land.

			For one reason or another, the Cannary family patriarch didn’t hold onto his new acquisition for long. Shortly after buying the land, he began selling it off for considerably less than the $1,775 he had just paid for it—not exactly a shrewd business deal.

			He sold forty acres to Robert Southers, one of his sons-in-law, for fifty dollars in 1856 and followed that up with one hundred acres for four hundred dollars to another son-in-law, James Kilgore, three years later. Southers and Kilgore were married to Robert’s sisters, Martha’s aunts, Lana and Mary. Divesting himself of his holdings, Grandpa James sold the remaining 180 acres of his land for five hundred dollars to Robert and Charlotte. After Grandpa James’s wife, Sarah, died, James retired and lived with Robert, Charlotte, and his precious new granddaughter, Martha Jane, for the remainder of his days. 

			When Grandpa James passed away on June 30, 1862, he willed his holdings to be split among his nine children, the heirs to his estate. Robert and three of his siblings, Mary, Lana, and brother James Thornton (called “Thornton” to avoid confusion with their father), were living in Missouri at the time. 

			Although the Mercer County land that James and his wife had bought boasted no major rivers, it did have numerous rolling valleys with several small creeks and idyllic streams carving their way through them, surrounded by elm, hickory, ash, and beech trees that provided both free building materials and fuel for the icy midwestern winters. Expanses of open fields offered rich, fertile farmland, as well as green pasture for grazing livestock. Early farmers in the area grew corn, oats, wheat, and hay, plus the occasional tobacco, potatoes, and sorghum for molasses. Mercer County’s remote location accounted for its slow growth. The continuing issue of slavery also played a part in the failure of the population explosion to make itself known.

			But the paucity of the population combined with the rural nature of the area suited the elder Cannary just fine. Patriarch James had come from a sparsely populated part of Ohio in Monroe County with a population of only 2,691 in 1850. Princeton, the Missouri County seat, remained an unincorporated boondocks until 1853. 

			Grandpa James’s son and daughter-in-law, Robert and Charlotte, lived with him and James’s wife, Sarah, at their Missouri home for several months. The house where Martha Jane took her first breath was a large log building with several rooms upstairs, a common style of home for its day.

			Although James Cannary wasn’t exactly wealthy, he was far from poor. The 1862 probate court’s list of personal property left behind after his death showed that his holdings included three horses (one a mare with a colt); a pair of oxen; three cows with calves; a yearling steer; a yearling heifer; eleven sheep; and twelve hogs. In addition to the livestock, James owned two wagons; a plow; a long-handled shovel; a breakfast table; two bedsteads; two feather beds; a stove; a chest; a windmill; a sausage grinder; and other miscellaneous items. Interestingly enough, given the fact that he was illiterate, he nonetheless owned a family bible and “one large Testament.”

			Meanwhile, James’s daughter-in-law, Charlotte—a wild woman of indomitable spirit, much to the endless chagrin of her husband, Robert—often shocked their Princeton, Missouri, neighbors with her behavior, which included cigar smoking, drinking, and cursing. One day, after she had spent more than her share of time at the local saloon, she hopped aboard the family buggy and rode past a neighbor’s home with some red calico. As the spinster woman came out to see what all the racket was about, Charlotte flung the cloth at the woman’s feet, chiding her to “take that and make a dress for your damn bastard!” 

			Robert was tolerated ever so slightly more. Despite a reputation for being a lazy sloth (the cog driving all the family’s incompetence), his real estate and personal property were listed in the 1860 census at fifteen hundred dollars and four hundred dollars respectively, quite a bit more than those of his nearby and “more industrious” brother-in-law, James Kilgore, which were listed at three hundred dollars and four hundred dollars, on par with the estates of most of their neighbors. Robert, according to many of his countrymen, did the best he could for his children, who apparently turned out fairly well—at least while the parents were alive. One descendant of the times, Mrs. Elijah Pickett, recalled Martha as being “a nice child who played with the Pickett children” often. Martha Jane may even have had some schooling. Although she didn’t attend for long, several local histories suggest that she once was enrolled in a local “subscription school”—a school that charged families a subscription fee to educate their children. Private schools, along with various entrepreneurial and denominational institutions, emerged about the same time, mostly in larger towns and cities, and received public funds. Subscription schools were primarily “sink or swim” so far as funding went. Often, they existed one day and went belly up the next.

			Martha Jane never received much schooling at home either, since her mother, Charlotte, was illiterate, as were Grandpa James and Aunts Lana and Mary. 

			The years before the Cannarys left Missouri were troublesome for the family. Relations between the Northern and Southern states had escalated to crisis stage. Charlotte was a “Secesh,” or a Confederate sympathizer, who rarely saw eye to eye with her pro-Union neighbors, although Thornton Cannary, who remained in Missouri throughout the Civil War, apparently had no problems with his neighbors despite his brief enlistment in the state militia in 1861, when Missouri allied with the Confederacy.

			But rather than leave Missouri because of escalating political pressures the way so many families did, the Cannary family headed off to “the goldfields of Montana,” where they hoped to strike it rich after rich veins of the ore were discovered there at Alder Gulch. 

			That meant one thing for certain for Robert, Charlotte, Martha Jane, and her younger siblings, Lena and Cilus: The family’s dynamics were about to change.

			Forever.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Wagons Ho!

			In 1865 we migrated by overland route to Virginia City, Mont.; took five months for this journey. While on the way the greater portion of my time was spent in hunting along with the men. In fact I was at all times along with the men when there was excitement or adventure to be had.

			—The Autobiography of Calamity Jane

			Cilus died in his sleep in 1862. No one ever knew why. One night he went to bed as always, and the next morning he failed to awaken. Charlotte wept and sobbed and wailed hysterically—couldn’t stop, couldn’t breathe, she cried so hard. Martha, still a child herself, said she’d ride for the doctor; but Robert—tears in his eyes, head bowed low—knew better.

			It was the darkest period of the Cannarys’ lives together, the most horrible days any of the family had ever known. But after a few weeks had passed, Charlotte had an announcement to make. She was pregnant. One child lost and another found. One son gone and another ready to take its place. This one, she and her husband had decided to name Elijah, or Lige for short. 

			With the good times back once more, Robert packed up his wife and three children—Martha, Lena, and baby Elijah—and headed west to make their fortunes. They stopped in Iowa to visit with Charlotte’s family before embarking on the remainder of the journey to the goldfields of Montana.

			Years later, Martha learned the real reason for the family’s sudden departure from Missouri. Her father had “borrowed” several hundred dollars from a trust fund set up by his father, Grandpa James, for the benefit of all the brothers and sisters. Somehow Robert had forgotten to pay the money back. As a result, a court order demanded his appearance before the county magistrate to provide an accounting of those missing funds, as well as the resolution of several additional issues involving some mislaid stocks, bonds, and other valuables that seemed to have evaporated with his father’s death. Upon being served with a legal complaint, Robert took only days to convince his wife that the time couldn’t have been more propitious to pursue a change of venue—forwarding address unknown!

			So, pooling their meager savings and buying their way onto a small wagon train, the family hit the trail. Martha was ecstatic. Besides feeding her already adventurous spirit, the additional tasks her father faced of driving a wagon while caring for the livestock and watching over his family kept him occupied to the point of being forced to loosen the reins on his eldest daughter. In turn, Martha, already an accomplished rider while in Missouri, became an even more highly skilled horsewoman on the journey. Taller, heftier, larger boned, and more outgoing than other girls her age, she quickly grew to be accepted by the scouts and drivers on the train as “one of the boys.” During the trip, Martha later recalled, she became a “remarkable good shot and fearless rider for a girl of my age.” Hanging out with the men on the train, how could she not?

			To the other members of the train, Martha’s parents must have presented the ultimate concept of “strange.” Those who remembered them from their years in Missouri farm country recounted Robert as a relatively sober, unassuming man, quietly ineffective at the prerequisite task of making a living. Charlotte, some fifteen years his junior, was fond of dressing in colorful clothing and expressing her opinions in equally flamboyant language. There was little doubt from which side of the family Martha had gotten her spirit!

			Although the Cannarys had been short of both funding and experience before setting out on their cross-country journey, they managed to persevere through the five-month trip. When their travels finally drew to a close, they found themselves deposited on the doorstep of Nevada City, Montana, where they occupied a makeshift cabin, and Robert quickly turned his attention to panning and rooting around the rolling foothills for gold. 

			Nevada City was the perfect place for the Cannary family patriarch to settle in. Throughout the 1860s, miners—both real and wannabe—flooded the western part of Montana with its initial findings and widespread rumors of new strikes bringing a stampede of men with picks and shovels to the Front Range. The endless stream of migrations west most often targeted Montana’s Bannock, Nevada City, Alder Gulch/Virginia City, Last Chance Gulch, Helena, and Confederate Gulch/Diamond City. All these areas fell siege to the glint-eyed prospectors—some, like the Cannarys, with their families in tow. They created a burgeoning strain on the resources of the minuscule communities, many of which exploded in population overnight. Five thousand immigrants crowded into Alder Gulch/Virginia City alone within the first six months of news of a strike. And why not? That ten-mile stretch of rolling lush mountain land gave up thirty million dollars in the first three years alone and more than three times that amount in total! Word spread like wildfire. Before long, miners covered the hillsides with tents, brush shelters, and crude log cabins.

			The area known as Alder Gulch, with its rock-strewn hillsides and wide, meandering canyon, was part of the expansion of gold mining from California into the western United States. The gold rushes of the 1860s had led Congress to create five new territories, including Alder Gulch, which was originally situated in Idaho Territory until May 1864, when it officially became part of Montana. 

			By mid-1864, Virginia City, the territorial capital, had become the largest of the settlements with an estimated population of more than five thousand. It soon grew to be the territory’s most important social center and transportation hub.

			By the time Robert Cannary and his family arrived in the area, the mining camps were already booming. The gold was there for the taking—if you knew where to look and how to go about getting it.

			Robert didn’t.

			Before long, the family fell upon even harder times than it had left behind in Missouri. When winter snows blanketed the canyon beginning in late autumn, the mammoth drifts formed an impenetrable blockage, making food scarce. Baby Lige cried for lack of milk. Lena grew thin, losing nearly a quarter of her weight in one month. Martha—well, she was Martha and never complained once. Instead, she went out on the hunt nearly every day, often returning with something the family could turn into a meal, no matter how meager.

			But while the availability of meat was a given, vegetables and other foodstuffs were rare. Flour sold for $1.50 a pound—an extravagant price that no one except those few prospectors who had already struck it rich could afford to pay. Vegetables—fresh, in particular, but even dried—were nearly impossible to find at any price. Peaches went for as much as four dollars a can!

			To survive, the Cannary family focused on doing what it had always done in difficult times: struggled. Charlotte went back to work as a bar girl, taking in laundry during the day and men by night. Robert tried his hand at professional gambling—an unlikely pursuit for someone of his limited skills and dubious temperament. 

			Even the children joined in the hunt to escape poverty. The Montana Post once headlined a story on New Year’s Eve, 1864: “Provision for the Destitute Poor.” The tale that followed summarized the Cannary plight when it described how “three little girls, who state their names to be Cannary” appeared at the home of James Fergus, seeking aid. Fergus had been charged with the prodigious task of helping the poor in Virginia City. He never wanted for work. The newspaper article continued:

			The father, it seems, is a gambler in Nevada [City]. The mother is a woman of the lowest grade. . . . A calico slip without any additional clothing was all that defended the poor children from the inclemency of the weather. . . . We understand that the little ones returned to Nevada [City], where they have existed for some time.

			The paper went on to lambaste the Cannary parents, describing them as “inhuman brutes who have deserted their poor unfortunate children” by displaying a “most flagrant and wanton instance of unnatural conduct” on their part.

			Far from letting the story upset him, Robert turned his focus to other more lucrative reports. He concentrated on articles about a massive strike in the Ophir area north of Alder Gulch and west of Helena. 

			“Do you know what this means?” he likely asked his wife.

			Overjoyed, she opened her eyes wide and cried, “We’ll be rich!”

			So, in May 1865, the Cannary family packed up their meager belongings and moved once more, this time, to nearby Blackfoot City, Montana. They weren’t alone. The mad rush to get in on the strike drew boomers from across the country, swelling the area’s population to two thousand inhabitants nearly overnight. 

			But not all went well for the Cannarys. Early in 1866, Charlotte grew inexplicably ill, her physical and mental health failing fast. Before anyone could do anything about it, she died. She was buried in the nearby cemetery—a cold, lonely, and foreboding place—without so much as a tombstone to survive her. And, just like that, the Cannary family walls came tumbling down around them once more.

			Robert—desperate, jobless, and despondent—decided to uproot his children again, this time moving them to Salt Lake City, Utah, where he had heard that the Mormons in their recently established settlement had a reputation for caring for their families—and might even be persuaded to take in a few new members. But shortly after arriving in 1867, he died, bitter and beaten, leaving Martha, the oldest of the siblings, to face overwhelming new challenges on her own, not the least of which was the arduous and heartbreaking task of farming out her siblings to the neighboring polygamist families. Within several weeks, Lena and Elijah had been placed in foster homes. 

			It was a time of emotional stress for the girl that took a heavy toll on her and would continue to haunt her remaining days on earth. Not only was she forced to split up the family, leaving behind the brother and sister she loved so dearly, but also she was left with the haunting realization of the shortcomings of two parents that never should have had one child, let alone more. As Martha looked back upon life, she saw a father’s frustration, declining morals, and an inability to stand up to the everyday demands of life. In her mother, she witnessed the substitution of lust-filled sex and physical attraction for respectability, marriage, and motherhood.

			In light of the two most powerful influences in her life, Martha Jane Cannary, alone in a strange new world to face only God knew what lay ahead, was destined for failure.

			The only saving grace for her was that, at the time, she didn’t know it.

			And she never would.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Love, Life, Death, and Wyoming

			Remained in Utah until 1867 where my father died, then went to Fort Bridger, Wyo. Arrived May 1, 1868. Remained around Fort Bridger during 1868, then went to Piedmont, Wyo., with the U.P. railway.

			—The Autobiography of Calamity Jane

			Following her father’s death, Martha wandered the rutted streets in search of small jobs. They were not easy to find. Salt Lake City, despite its moniker, was little more than a well-fortified camp of Mormon expatriates who had begun settling there only fifteen years earlier after being booted out of Palmira, New York; Nauvoo, Illinois; and other towns and settlements along the Mormon Trail west. The City at the time consisted of several two-story wood-frame and brick buildings standing guard over rutted dirt-and-clay streets. The grander of the structures vied with hastily thrown together wooden boxes and a small tent town that provided the focal point of the metropolis. Camp Davis, which was subsequently upgraded to a U.S. military fort, dominated the scenery, providing protection for the citizens, as well as for the railroad, which had laid its tracks along the Great Salt Lake to feed the burgeoning town and keep its occupants supplied with provisions shipped in from the East. Several Ute Indian families also banded together outside the fort, pitching their teepees in the hopes of enjoying the largesse the military provided in exchange for peace amid the plains.

			When at last Martha grew despondent over the lack of opportunities presenting themselves for a young girl left alone and to her own devices, she left Utah and headed off to Fort Bridger, Wyoming, an outpost set among the vast rolling foothills leading to the very pinnacles of the Rocky Mountains. 

			Fort Bridger had been founded in order to guard stage routes and the transcontinental telegraph line. It also helped keep open a Pony Express station with its routes traveling both east and west. The Fort stood guard over several outlying towns, all the while its soldiers patrolling trails traveled by emigrants passing through the area on their way to the goldfields of California. The soldiers regularly engaged hostile Indians who raided the mining camps and small settlements along the valley comprising the South Pass and Sweetwater region, whose inhabitants were intent upon seeking their fortunes. The soldiers also helped protect and supply workers constructing the Union Pacific Railroad not far to the north.

			Desperate to keep the area open to increased white settlement, the United States government in Washington signed a major treaty in 1868 with the Shoshone and the Bannock Indians, stating in part, “From this day forward peace between the parties to this treaty shall forever continue. The Government of the United States desires peace, and its honor is hereby pledged to keep it. The Indians desire peace, and they hereby pledge their honor to maintain it.” 

			On a practical note, the treaty meant that whites could travel and settle the area without as much fear of Indian reprisals as before, although the Sioux were still present in Wyoming Territory and not yet willing to enter into any sort of agreement with the Great White Father in the East.

			Martha, arriving at Fort Bridger, soon caught the eye of everyone. Young, girlishly attractive, outgoing, and flirtatious, she was in addition to those traits one other thing few people at the time had ever witnessed in a young female traveler: alone! Filled with the sort of confidence that most young girls in their mid-teens lacked, Martha Jane soon made the acquaintance of Major Patrick A. Gallagher and his wife, Fannie. The couple was amazed at Martha’s high spirits despite having come from a history of such overwhelming misfortune. In time, they asked if they could “adopt” her, taking her into their family. Martha, overwhelmed at the opportunities for the spirited adventure that Wyoming held for her, leaped at the opportunity. 

			Before long, Gallagher, who had built a reputation for serving the local garrison with distinction, succumbed to the rumors of gold and decided to try his hand at mining. How difficult could it be? Besides, he must have reasoned, if the rumors are true, gold nuggets the size of my fist lay on the ground just begging to be picked up!

			So, in the summer of 1868, Gallagher and his wife packed up their belongings and took young Martha with them to South Pass City, one of several mining camps that had recently sprouted from the wilderness. While she lived with the Gallaghers, Martha was described as “quite a nice and likable looking young woman even while she was in South Pass, but she finally ran away from them [the Gallaghers].” Addressing the notoriety that later engulfed Calamity Jane, the woman added that Martha “was not exactly wild for she was only a young girl at this time.”

			The reason for Martha’s falling-out with the Gallaghers came to light when local historian Nolie Mumey recalled that Fannie Gallagher “wanted to give . . . [Martha] a home and train her to become a member of the family,” but that the girl “did not like the discipline. One day Mrs. Gallagher gave her a thrashing, and she objected so strenuously that a miner’s committee investigated the incident. As a consequence Mrs. Gallagher refused to have any more to do with her.” An article in the Uinta Chieftain several years later reported:

			But the spirit of original sin itself possessed the girl, and before they had been in their new home six months, the whole camp rang with the depraved [escapades] of Jennie [Martha], the only name she ever known. Young as she was she took to depravity naturally. At last an outrageous offence moved the good old Mrs. Gallagher to inflict a vigorous thrashing. Jennie raised a howl of brutal treatment, and a miners’ committee investigated and came to the conclusion that if the girl was thrashed every day it wouldn’t improve matters. Mrs. Gallagher now refused to have anything more to do with her, and the miners raised money to send her to the railroad. This was done, and Jennie soon made a name for herself along the line of the Union Pacific.

			With her brief stay at Fort Bridger and South Pass City reaching their predictable conclusions over a failed meeting of the minds, the miners placed Martha on a stagecoach headed for nearby Piedmont. There, the youngster remained relatively inconspicuous, wandering from one house to another in search of menial employment and odd jobs to keep the wolf from the door. 

			One area local, Charles Andrews, recalled that fifteen-year-old Martha had been his babysitter during the time his mother ran a boarding house in town. Andrews said that Martha had also helped around the house for a few years until her taste for “social life worried my mother.” Andrews recalled that Martha spent most evenings dancing with the soldiers. One day, a neighbor told Ms. Andrews that Martha had been seen dressed in a soldier’s uniform at a party she had attended the night before. The implications of exactly how the young girl had come about acquiring a full military uniform were scandalous and rocked the town. 

			“Mother,” Andrews went on to say, “blew up and fired her!”

			On her own once again, Martha went to work doing odd jobs for the Union Pacific Railroad, including laying track—a brutal, hard, sweaty job usually reserved for only the toughest of men. But the physical work, combined with the social settings of Piedmont, fit with Martha’s newly developing view of Calamity Jane’s evolving lifestyle. She was forming what for her would become two lifelong tendencies: toughness and spirit. She displayed an open fondness for a male-dominated existence, with its brash and unsettling behavior and erratic activities. These signs plus other symbols of Martha’s later life bloomed comfortably in an isolated frontier setting—like microbes in a petri dish—as she grew through her teenage years. Already, she was becoming increasingly comfortable with her Bohemian way of life and more than a little set in her ways.

			Fortunately for her, she chose the right community for her “coming out” party. 

			Piedmont in the late 1860s was a wide-open Hell on Wheels kind of town that sprang up along the Union Pacific line. The U.P. was the first of the transcontinental roads to snake its way across Wyoming in 1868/69. Located only eighteen miles west and south of Fort Bridger, Piedmont was at first a rural stagecoach station; but once the railroad began laying track, the town soon enough developed into a water-and-wood refueling stop for trains preparing to face the dauntingly steep climb up the slopes of the Wasatch Range to the west.

			Beginning as a tent city in the mid-1860s, Piedmont swelled with homes, like a mushroom patch on a damp hillside. They were occupied by hunters, railroad workers, day laborers, and the members of several large Mormon farm-and-ranch families. 

			Not surprisingly, the place that Martha called “home” after leaving the Andrews family was composed of seventy-seven male occupants, mostly single laborers, plus sixteen women—nine married and six members of families. Only one—“Martha Cannary,” as the census of 1870 revealed—was an unmarried woman with no immediate family ties.

			Finding herself alone and not yet grown into adulthood, Martha was a western Americana waif with nothing to rely upon beyond her own wily guiles and the kindness of strangers. With little education and no special training, she wandered around Piedmont looking for various jobs to keep her alive. In the process, she stumbled upon a man hiring laborers for the U.P.—mostly laying track, hauling ties, hammering spikes, and other odd jobs. Martha, standing nearly six feet tall and dressed in buckskins with a wide-brimmed hat on her head and a Bowie knife stuck inside her belt, looked the perfect candidate, according to Don Bacue’s A Dramatization of a Life Called Calamity.

			“You’re willing to work hard twelve hours a day?” the man asked her when the line of applicants brought her to his attention. “We can’t use any man who won’t commit to that.” He looked at her hands, calloused and hard, and at her shoulders, wide and straight.

			She hoisted one well-worn boot up on the empty chair across the table from him and replied, “Hard work is my middle name,” and spat in the general vicinity of a spittoon at the end of the bar.

			“Good. You start tomorrow at six as a gandy dancer. Be up at the River Road crossing and report to the foreman. He’ll show you what to do.”

			He signed her and a dozen others up on the spot, never realizing the Union Pacific had just hired the first woman railroader in its history.

			After nearly a month of hard work, Martha asked when she could expect to be paid. Her supervisor, a rough, tall, toothy Irishman named Con Shaughnessy originally from County Cork of the Old Sod, laughed, telling her to be patient. “What would you do with money after a week’s worth of hard work on the line but lose it in a card game or chasing after some sloe-eyed whore. Another week or so and you’ll have your money from the main office. Then you can go to town and tie on a dandy!”
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