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A Note from the Author

 


Have you heard of Olive
Oatman, also known as The Girl with the Blue Tattoo? She was a
heroine in frontier America who was captured by Indians after her
Mormon family was slaughtered by them. She lived among them as a
slave and they tattooed her chin. Years later, she was ransomed
back to white society.

The main character in this
story is loosely based on Olive Oatman’s early years. Although
Olive was never a prostitute as my main character is, both girls
shared some of the same experiences when they were growing up. My
girl, however, is not marked by the disfiguring tattoo. They both
were survivors despite all the challenges they faced in their young
lives.

I love stories about the
building of the transcontinental railroad, one of America's
greatest engineering feats of the 19th century. A few years ago, I
went to a ceremony honoring the 150th anniversary of the Golden
Spike, which commemorated the meeting of the train coming from
America’s east with the one coming from the west. This
accomplishment may never have happened without the labor of the
Chinese, soldiers home from the civil war, freed slaves, recent
Irish immigrants, and various ne'er-do-wells who needed money
despite the dangerous, back-breaking work it took to build the
railroad. And let's not forget the women who entertained them and
traveled along with the train as the railroad was being built. They
all lived in squalor in make-shift towns nicknamed Hell on Wheels.
It took a lot of grit and gumption on their parts.

My heroine is a feisty
18-year-old who has a humorous way of looking at the world and the
men and women with whom she comes in contact and is not shy about
trying new things along the way.

I have tried to stick to
history as much as possible in this story where I follow the course
of the railroad's construction starting from the Platte River
Valley all the way to California. It is my hope that history buffs,
railroad aficionados, and fans of coming-of-age stories will take a
look at my tale.

Who knows? You might find
yourself liking trains more than you ever have before. Keep on
riding them, especially those long-distance ones such as the
California Zephyr and Coast Starlight. I have traveled in sleeper
car bedrooms on both train routes and it is the best way to see
America. And don't forget to bring this book along with you. All
aboard! Who’s up for it? I certainly hope you are.


Chapter One

 


 


My name is Mary Ann
Mitchell, and this is my story about the times I spent with the men
who built the transcontinental railroad and the prostitutes who
traveled along with them in makeshift towns nicknamed Hell on
Wheels. I was born in 1851 and when I was thirteen years old, my
family left our home in Illinois with a group of fellow Mormons and
formed a wagon train headed to California. My father hoped to take
advantage of the gold rush and find suitable work at the mills.
Through hardships and privations, many of our fellow travelers got
sick and died; so, we left the wagon train behind and traveled by
ourselves to present-day Arizona, where we were attacked by
nineteen Yavapai Indians who bludgeoned to death most of my family,
including my parents. I witnessed my brother being dragged by the
heels and thrown over a cliff. The Indians ripped the cover off our
prairie schooner and removed part of the wheels, and then took most
of the food my parents stored to stave off starvation on our
treacherous journey.

My eight-year-old sister and
I were kidnapped by the savages and forced to walk barefoot so that
a search party wouldn’t be able to follow our tracks. My sister and
I walked sixty miles for four days until we made it to their camp.
When she passed away from the rigors of our journey, I never felt
so alone in my life.

I truly thought that my life
was over, and I’d never be able to endure what these cruel savages
had inflicted upon my family until I found myself being traded to
another tribe of Indians, the Mohave. I was treated kindly by them
and they raised me as one of their own until they traded me back to
the whites in exchange for blankets, horses, and beads when I was
eighteen. I felt very betrayed and hurt by their
actions.

With no family to stay with,
some Mormons took me in, and I moved to Northern Utah. The husband
already had three wives and wanted to make me his fourth. I knew
that Heavenly Father sanctioned polygamy, or so I was taught, but I
found the man to be repulsive. The thought of having sex with him
turned my stomach. I felt trapped in that house and all I could
think of was trying to find a way out of my plight. Then I heard
rumors about the railroad being built all the way to California. It
was called the transcontinental railroad and I longed to ride the
rails to seek my fortune in California as my family had attempted
to do.

I learned basic survival
skills from my time living with the Indians. I was no lily-white
society lady who didn’t like getting her hands dirty. I knew how to
make a fire, hunt, and fish. I could skin a rabbit or even a deer
and knew how to cook the meat over an open fire. I could hunt with
a bow and arrow and knew how to shoot a gun if I was lucky enough
to have one handy.

When I had made up my mind
to leave, I went to the kitchen where I knew the sister wives kept
money in a jar in the cupboard and I took it all. I’m not saying I
was proud of what I was doing. I wasn’t. I just wanted to get out.
I no longer had my bow and arrows, so instead, I stole my foster
father’s gun and ammunition. I packed some clothes and blankets and
made a bedroll; then left in the middle of the night, after
stealing their prize horse. I rode all night to prevent being
caught. I had heard that the railroad was being built along the
Platte River Valley and I headed east to Nebraska. I was anxious
for it to be daylight, so I could get a better idea of my location.
When my horse was exhausted, I tied him up and made camp in the
early morning, sleeping with one eye open, fearing my capture.
After only getting a few hours’ sleep, I awoke and saw the sun in
the middle of the sky. I wanted to find a river so my horse and I
could have some water. I knew that I should eat, but my stomach was
too topsy-turvy from nerves. I had a conscience. I knew what I did
was wrong. Lord help me. I told myself, someday when I’m older and
have my own occupation, I’ll send them some money to pay them
back.

I had fooled myself into
thinking that I was such a good survivor until I realized that I
didn’t have any idea where I was. I couldn’t ask anyone because I
was too afraid of getting caught and put in jail. So, on I
journeyed towards I knew not where. As the sun was setting, I
realized that I had to put some food in my stomach, so I tied my
horse to a tree and walked into the woods with the gun. I didn’t
see any deer, but finally saw a few jackrabbits and shot a couple
for dinner. I roasted them over a spit and fed the horse and
myself. When I awoke the next morning, I continued my journey, in
search of the railroad—or at least a river so my horse and I could
drink some water.

Finally, I came upon a river
that looked about a mile wide. I dismounted my horse and led him to
the shore. It was a strange river because it was only about an inch
deep. So much for taking a swim, if I was so inclined. My horse and
I both felt better after quenching our thirsts, so we took a walk
along the shore to see where it would lead us. I saw a couple of
boys playing in the water and asked if it was the Platte
River.

“You’re not from around
here, are ya’ Miss?” one of them asked.

“No. I’m trying to find
where they’re building the railroad.”

“No place around
here.”

“I’ve been traveling for a
long time. What State am I in?”

They both laughed at me and
he asked, “Didn’t ye get no schoolin’?”

“Yes. I had a very fine
education. My mother was a schoolteacher. Could you please
help?”

“You’re near
Cheyenne.”

“Are you standing in the
Platte River?”

“Yes, ma’am,” he answered
and they walked away, seeming to have grown bored with
me.

After they left, I wondered
if I would have to travel all the way to Omaha to see where they’re
building that darn transcontinental railroad. I figured that if I
stayed close to the river, I wouldn’t get lost again. Problem was,
other people had the same idea, and it was a popular place. I
realized that I needed to disguise myself as a boy. Luckily, I
brought some of my foster father’s trousers and one of his shirts.
I couldn’t help but laugh when I thought about how riled he was
going to be when he found out that I had taken them, in addition to
everything else I stole. I could just see him walking around
half-naked looking for his pants. Served him right, the old
lecher.

I led my horse behind some
bushes and changed clothes. Before I left Utah Territory, I thought
for sure that more of the railroad would have been built already.
It was going to be a long time before it would get all the way to
California. Was I on a fool’s errand?


Chapter Two

 


 


Before the sun went down, my
horse and I made camp for the night and I went off in search of
food. I had to kill a few prairie dogs and wished that the river
had some fish in it. The river seemed more like a place where birds
came to bathe and drink. There were some large wading birds that I
shot for a little variety in my diet.

When I awoke the following
morning, I had a feeling that this would be the day when I would
finally find the railroad; so, I got an early start and continued
my journey east. In the afternoon, a terrible thing happened. I
considered it divine retribution for my sins. My horse saw a snake
and got spooked. He bucked and threw me off, then took off running.
When I tried to run after him, I fell hard and broke my leg. Gone
were my blankets, money, and gun. Everything that I had stolen. All
I had left were my foster father’s trousers, shirt, and shoes. I
broke down crying like a baby. I tried asking for Heavenly Father’s
forgiveness, but I figured even he was too disgusted by my
sins.

After my crying jag, I tried
to stand and collapsed again. I was stuck there. As the sun began
to set, I saw a young man in the grassland and hollered out to him.
When he approached, I was struck by how handsome he was. Hopefully,
he’d be kind in addition to good-looking.

“Please, sir. I need your
help. My horse bucked me off and ran away. All my belongings were
on him.”

“Are you hurt?” he
asked.

“Yes. I think I broke my
leg.”

He squatted down next to me
and asked, “Show me.”

Realizing that I’d have to
drop my drawers, I modestly asked, “Will you please turn your head,
so you don’t see me half naked? When I’ve covered myself, I’ll tell
you to open your eyes.”

He laughed at me. “You’re
awfully modest, young man.”

“I’m a girl,” I told him so
that he’d take me seriously.

“Oh, I had no idea.” He
looked at me a bit closer and said, “You’re a girl. Why are you
dressed like that?”

I had to think fast. “I ran
away from my foster family. The father wanted me to be his fourth
wife. I stole his horse and some of his money.”

“Is he Mormon?”

“Yes. I was raised Mormon,
but I got kidnapped by some Indians and stayed with them for four
years until they returned me to the white people.”

“You’ve had an interesting
life so far. So, are you going to let me see your leg?”

“If you turn your
head.”

He did as I asked, and I
dropped my drawers, then draped them across my upper thighs. I told
him he could open his eyes.

“Where’s your leg hurt?” he
asked.

I touched the area around my
lower leg bone and then told him, “It hurts down here. I think I
broke it.”

“I need to get you to a
doctor.”

“I would be so grateful,
sir.”

“I’m going to get my horse
and come back for you.”

“Alright,” I told him. “I
won’t be going anywhere.” It was very painful when I put my
trousers back on, and I wondered if I should have even bothered
being so shy about it. If he wasn’t so handsome, I might have felt
easier about it. I must have looked a sight to him from my days of
being on the road. He’d never be attracted to the likes of
me.

He returned with his horse
and helped me stand. Cupping his fingers together, he helped me
gingerly mount his horse with my good leg and I painfully put my
other over the horse. He jumped up and sat in front of me, and then
took ahold of the reins and we made our way in search of a doctor.
I liked being so close to him. He smelled like he’d just taken a
bath. A real clean and fresh scent. I wondered where he
lived.

“What were you doing out
here before you found me?”

“I’m a surveyor for the
railroad. I draw maps to show the engineers the best route to build
the rails.”

“Really? That sounds like a
fascinating job.”

He laughed. “Not really. It
gets kind of lonesome sometimes.”

“I could be your assistant,”
I boldly told him. I didn’t like the idea of having to part from
him.

“We have to get you well
first,” he answered.

I liked the fact that he
didn’t brush me off. Maybe I could help him. I said, “When I lived
with my Mohave family, they taught me how to track. I grew to know
the landscape really well. When the railroad tracks continue being
laid down, I know the area. I’ve been far west. My family was in a
covered wagon and on our way to California, where my father hoped
to find gold. Then we got attacked by Indians. They bludgeoned my
parents and siblings right in front of me.”

“I’m so sorry that happened.
How old were you?”

“Thirteen. I’m eighteen
now.”

“How did you
survive?”

“I was a slave. They made me
walk four days barefoot until they reached their camp.”

“Did they rape you? Excuse
me for my indelicate question.”

“It’s okay. I’m not
offended. The answer is no. I am a virgin.”

“That’s good to
hear.”

I scooched myself closer to
him and put my arms around his waist. I was surprised by my
wantonness. What a flirt I was with him. I’d never acted like this
before.

He was aware of what I was
doing but didn’t seem to mind. I felt myself tingle all over when I
touched his stomach and forgot all about how bad my leg
hurt.

We rode in silence for a
while, and I savored our physical closeness to each other. After a
while, I asked, “Where are you taking me?”

“To rail’s end. There’s a
doctor there examining the prostitutes today. I saw him when I
left.”

“What is rail’s
end?”

“It’s a make-shift town
consisting of canvas tents. They follow the railroad as it lays
tracks. Some call it Hell on Wheels.”

“Why’s it called
that?”

“It’s a wild place. The
railroad workers like to drink after a hard day’s work and sleep
with women at night. I probably shouldn’t be taking you there. It’s
not a proper place for a young lady like yourself. But it’s the
closest place where there’s a doctor. Otherwise, I wouldn’t bring
you there.”

“I’ve been through a lot.
Nothing shocks me anymore.”

“Well, you definitely have
been through a lot in your short life. I won’t argue with you on
that.”

I wondered what city he
lived in when he wasn’t surveying and asked him.

“I’m from
Boston.”

“You’re a long way from
home, aren’t you?”

“Yes. I just realized that I
don’t know your name.”

“My name is Mary Ann
Mitchell. What’s yours?”

“Marshall Madison
Forshey.”

“Sounds French.”

“My great-grandfather was
from Paris.”

“Paris, really? How
romantic. Have you ever been there?”

“No. Maybe
someday.”

I rested a side of my face
on his back and fantasized about us there together and seeing the
sights. We could go to church at Notre Dame. Maybe even get married
there. I had to stop myself before I got too carried
away.


Chapter Three

 


 


The sun was starting to set
when I saw a tent city up ahead. “Is that Hell on Wheels?” I asked
him.

“Yes. We’re here at
last.”

In this makeshift town, I
saw a church tent, a place where you could take a bath advertising
hot water and soap, a saloon, a gambling hall, and a store. I
noticed a butcher carving away sections of a hanging carcass of
what looked like a buffalo and realized how hungry I
was.

We came to a stop outside
the saloon and he told me, “The doctor’s probably inside. Let’s go
in.” Marshall dismounted first and took me into his arms and
carried me inside.

We entered a loud saloon
where men were sitting at tables playing cards and drinking
whiskey. Some painted ladies were sitting on men’s laps, laughing
and teasing them. Everyone looked surprised to see me in the arms
of Marshall, and I imagine some of the ladies were jealous.
Marshall took me to a table where men were playing cards and
addressed a middle-aged man wearing spectacles. He told him, “This
girl has a broken leg. She needs immediate attention.”

The doctor complained, “I’m
in the middle of a game and I’m winning for a change. Give me a few
more minutes.”

“A few minutes and that’s
all,” Marshall demanded.

The doctor stopped playing
cards and came over to take care of me. I don’t think he had a
regular office in the makeshift town because he seemed willing to
treat me right there in the saloon. My leg was hurting something
fierce by this time and my modesty wasn’t as important an issue as
it otherwise might have been. The doctor told his fellow card
players to leave the table so he could examine me.

Marshall told him, “You’re
certainly not going to treat her in front of all these people, are
you?”

One of the prostitutes took
pity on me and said, “Bring her to my tent. She don’t need to have
all these degenerates gawkin’ at her when she pulls down her
trousers.”

“Thank you, Miss,” I told
her. “I really appreciate it.”

“Come along, honey. Let’s
get you fixed up.”

With me still in Marshall’s
arms, he and the doctor followed the lady to her tent.

As we walked, she told
Marshall, “Nice to see you again.”

“Likewise,” he
answered.

We came to a large tent and
she told us, “Step inside.” There were four beds and she pointed to
one. “Set her down here,” she told Marshall.

After I was in bed, the
doctor asked, “Which leg is it?”

“My left one,” I answered
and started pulling down my trousers. The prostitute pulled them
down the rest of the way for me until they were all the way off and
I was half-naked, for all to see.

The painted lady said, “Let
me give her some whiskey before you start messin’ around with that
leg.”

Marshall asked the doctor,
“Don’t you have any ether or chloroform?”

“This ain’t no fancy Boston
hospital, last time I checked.”

Both Marshall and the lady
gave him a dirty look. “I don’t appreciate your attitude, Doctor,”
Marshall said.

The doctor told them, “I
need to go get my supplies out of my wagon. I have a pair of
crutches in there. In the meantime, why don’t you two go find a
carpenter. Tell him I need two narrow boards of equal size so I can
make splints.”

“How long do you want the
boards to be?” Marshall asked.

“Around a foot long. Ask him
to cut some.”

They left together in search
of the carpenter, and then three more painted ladies came inside
the tent. One of them asked, “Who are you? And why are you in
here?”

“I broke my leg and the
other lady said I could be here while the doctor takes care of
me.”

“Where is he
now?”

“He went to get some
crutches for me.”

“And Lily? Where is
she?”

“The doctor told her to look
for some boards to make splints for my leg.”

They seemed like nice ladies
after that. One of them asked, “Would you like a drink of
whiskey?”

I told her, “Sure. Why
not?”

She handed me her flask and
I took a sip, then started coughing.

She laughed and asked,
“You’re not used to drinking, are you?”
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