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			~ PROLOGUE ~

				“The divorce records are over there.”

				I had interrupted the two young men—one was leaning over the other’s shoulder as they looked at a computer screen.

				“Okay.” Only one other person was in the room, and she was taking notes from one of two obscenely huge books at a heavy wood table.

				“And I’m wondering about this.” I pulled out the copy I’d made that morning before the long bus trip to the Colorado State Archives in Denver. It was a court receipt from 1916.

				“Well, I don’t know.” The young man frowned at it. “Those numbers might not mean anything. I don’t recognize them...” He shrugged his shoulders.

				“Could you check?”

				“This could take a long time,” he warned. He looked at me as if he were hoping I’d go away, but I smiled. I had all day. He disappeared with my piece of paper, and I settled on a hard chair and started looking for divorce records. The microfilm scratched through my machine, and the woman with the big books occasionally turned a page—otherwise the room was silent.

				Was it a half-hour? An hour? The young man slapped a slim packet on the counter and beckoned to me. The legal-size papers were folded into fourths and filed inside a heavy, brown paper jacket tied with a tiny red ribbon. It looked like no one had untied the ribbon since that day in March ninety years ago. Gingerly I picked it up and moved to the other big table. 

			

			With a small tug, my treasure opened. 

				Inside was proof that the events I had been researching really happened. The people involved existed—they had given evidence to a policeman. I wanted to whoop for joy, but I stifled my shout with a gagging sound that made the woman look up from her big book for a second, and the young man who was still standing at the counter stared at me curiously.

				I had a new respect for Goldie’s tales. I’d been listening to her stories as other people could recall them and on two oral history tapes she’d recorded. I’d seen the newspaper stories—the ones in her scrapbooks and the ones I’d found through my research—but there was something so much more concrete about this little packet of court papers. 

				That day, sitting in the basement of a sterile government building in downtown Denver, Goldie Griffith Sterling Cameron came alive for me. She danced across my mind—a beautiful young cowgirl trying to make sense of what had happened to her life in Denver in 1916.

		


		


			Part 1

			Bucking Broncos

			1893–1923
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			A promotional shot of Goldie, probably taken at the beginning of her career as a cowgirl with the 101 Wild West.

			 Buffalo Bill Museum and Grave, Lookout Mountain, Golden

		


		


			~ ONE ~

		


			  

			A Kind of Nightmare

			He didn’t have his spurs on, so he didn’t jingle as he walked. He sounded like any other man—his boot heels drummed a hollow thump, thump, thump on the tatty pine floorboards. He shrugged his slim shoulders into a worn work jacket and grabbed his wide-brimmed hat and leather gloves. Goldie could tell by the way he squinted at her suspiciously over his shoulder before he stepped out the door that he knew she was up to some mischief.

			She followed him outside into the frosty air. 

			She hadn’t seen him since that horrible day in Texas. She’d been on her own the last couple of months, and she was broke—she was down to her last twelve cents—a dime and two pennies, three little coins that wouldn’t last long. They hardly weighed anything, and when she rubbed her fingers across the outside of her coin purse, she couldn’t even feel them. But then, if she went to jail, she wouldn’t have to worry about her next meal, would she? 

			Her husband should have come back to Denver with her, especially after what she’d done for him before his trial. Instead, he’d disappeared. When she heard he was back in town, she was furious. She found out that he was staying with his friend A.W. Simuel. This morning, when she’d walked uninvited into Simuel’s house, A.W. sneered at her. “What do you need her for, Harry? You don’t need her. She ain’t nothin’.” Harry didn’t defend her, and he and Simuel got ready to leave the house, as if she didn’t even exist. 

			The smells of thousands of cattle and horses from the next-door stockyards permeated everything in this part of the city. Today the breeze was slight, and that was good because she was only a pretty good shot. Not having to adjust her aim for the wind would make it easier to hit her target. Looking at the clouds gathering overhead she thought it might even snow one more time tonight, but what did she care, she wouldn’t be back in her drafty apartment—all she could afford since Harry had left her—she’d be in jail. 

			Harry and Simuel stopped before stepping from the yard into the street. A young boy in overalls led an old, dappled horse down the middle of the dirt street, the horse limping and the boy skipping. A Model T rattled around them, honking before it disappeared around the corner, and a dog barked once in response. Then twice for good measure. 

			The men glanced back at Goldie. She walked toward them  and pulled the gun out of her muff. Simuel started to run, but he slipped on a lingering patch of ice. Harry began backing into the street, wanting to run like his friend, she could tell, but unwilling to take his eyes off her. Time stopped, and the three other men who happened to be out in the street were frozen with it. Only Goldie moved, inexorably, toward her husband.

			

			The trigger felt alive under her finger. She wanted so desperately, so fiercely to kill him. She didn’t know she would cry, but she was blinking back tears, and she aimed unsteadily at Harry’s chest. She squinted at the buttons of his shirt, sucked in her breath, and aimed a bit lower. 

			“After all you’ve done to me, it’s the least I could do for you,” she couldn’t believe she could say it so coolly. 

			He was too calm, standing there, smiling at her like a naughty child. She hated him even more for it. “Goldie, darlin’,” he drawled. Simuel had recovered from his fall and pulled at Harry’s arm, trying to drag him away. 

			It was enough to stop her tears. “Don’t darlin’ me, you sidewinder. And Simuel, you piece of shit, I should kill you too.” She waved the gun at the other man, and he jumped away from her husband. She took aim again at Harry and squeezed the trigger—just the way he’d taught her. She wanted him to suffer, and after she settled the gun so it was level again from the recoil she pulled the trigger a second time. 

			She wanted him dead. 

			The white cloud that had billowed from the gun with the first shot now totally enveloped her, and it grew impenetrable when she fired again. The last thing she could see was Harry walking away like nothing had happened. She was still aiming at him, and her arm was steady, so she fired again. The acrid smoke was unbearable—it made her eyes gush with more tears, and she started coughing. She could no longer see anything, no buttons, no Harry, not even the gun in her hand, although she could feel her wet cheeks begin to freeze in the cold March air. 

			She was pretty sure she hadn’t done the job. If she’d shot him, she would have heard him fall and maybe cry out in pain. But there’d been no other sound since the shots which still bounced around in the opaque air. She tried waving the smoke away from her stinging eyes. That was it—the smoke—she should have guessed that the ammunition in her gun might have gone bad sitting in her trunk while she waited for Harry to come back. 

			

			Finally, she could see again. She couldn’t make out either a corpse or a writhing body. Damn. He’d slipped away again. It was the story of their life together. Furious, she turned to go back to her apartment.

			A rough hand grabbed her arm and ordered her to stay put until the police arrived. The thought of the police made her hopeful that she had killed him.

			“Is he dead?” she asked anxiously, coughing and spitting up the words through the smoke still caught in her throat.

			“No—no thanks to you,” growled the deep male voice in her ear. Goldie heard other voices and squinted to see who it was through the haze. It was Harry and Simuel. With them were a tall bearded man in workman’s clothes and a man she recognized from the stockyards. “Don’t you want to talk to the police?” It was the bearded man, talking to Harry. Goldie saw Harry look her way, and she held her breath.

			“No sir, I don’t.” 

			“But, mister, I think, I mean she just shot at you, don’t you think...?”

			The smoke had evaporated into the few trees, and Goldie could hear the mounted policeman galloping down the street towards the fracas. He probably heard the shots at the stockyards.

			“Shit.” Ladies in Denver in 1916 didn’t say words like that, but it happened to be the perfect word to express her feelings. Besides, she was no lady. She tried to shake off the man who was gripping her arm. “Don’t worry ’bout him, he’s just a slippery ol’ snake,” she muttered, but the man wouldn’t let go, in fact, his hold on her arm tightened, and he looked down at her with such distaste she almost felt like laughing. It had felt so good to aim the gun at her husband and fire. She was so tired of his tomfoolery. He was such a low-down, lyin’, good-for-nothin’—she couldn’t think of a word vile enough to describe him—and the sooner she got him out of her life the better. The only good thing in their three-year marriage was the wedding, but no matter how many times she pulled out her scrapbook to look at the newspaper stories of that grand day in Madison Square Garden it didn’t change the rest.

			Officer Art Wachter slid off the handsome bay with the white stripe that zigzagged from ear to nose. The officer dropped the reins and ran toward her. Lightning was trained to stand still when his reins were on the ground, and Goldie admired both the horse and the six-foot-tall man who stopped first to speak to Harry. She strained to hear what they were saying, but she couldn’t make it out. She trusted Art to get it worked out. 

			As Art walked over to her he shook his head. “You’ll have to come with me to the jail, Goldie. It looks like you’ve really done it this time—I’m going to have to charge you with assault to kill.” Art sounded reluctant, but he added, “There’s witnesses, and that’s what they said happened.” 

			Goldie just shook her head.

			The man who had hold of her arm gave Art her gun, which he had twisted out of her hand, but he didn’t want to let go of her. He obviously didn’t know who she was, but that would change when the newspaper people came to interview her. This time the whole world will know what a skunk you are, Harry, I can promise you that. 

			“You can let go of her now,” Wachter told the man. “She’s not going anywhere, are you, Goldie?” Art had been friends with Harry and Goldie since their first week in Denver. “Goldie, Goldie, Goldie. Why’dya have to start shootin’, at Harry, of all people? Can’t you people just have regular arguments? I don’t think I can help you out of this one.”

			“That’s okay, Art. I’m ready to go to jail. I could’a spent the rest of my life in jail if I’d jus’ killed ’im.” Goldie sneaked a look at Harry and then turned so she couldn’t see him. 

			

			Art caught her hate-filled look. “You and Harry have had your troubles, but that doesn’t mean you should go and try and kill ’im. Harry swore to me he’d take care of you.” Art bit his lip. “Maybe you should’a given him a little more time, what with what he’s been through.” The bull of an officer cussed softly under his breath as he opened the door of the police automobile that had arrived to back him up. Goldie climbed into the back seat. 

			She had been hoping she’d get to ride to jail on Art’s magnificent horse. It would have made a grand exit from the scene, but the machine from the police department would have to do. She took one last look at the horse quietly waiting for Art and the small crowd that had assembled to watch the action, making sure they were watching her. Art had asked Harry and the witnesses to wait for him, and they stood off to one side, talking among themselves. 

			Art leaned over and spoke to her through the open door of the automobile. “I’m sorry, Goldie, but we gotta take you to jail.” 

			“Don’t worry ’bout me, Art. It was worth it. I jus’ wish I’da done the job.” She said the last just loud enough for the small crowd to hear and was gratified to hear several gasps. 

			She meant what she’d told Art, even if it meant she’d never ride a horse in the arena again. 

			She’d been in jails before, but it was to visit, not to sit behind the bars. Yesterday she had decided that even the prospect of being in jail forever would be a small price to pay to get Harry out of her life. When she heard he was in Denver and hadn’t lifted a finger to see her, she was livid—after everything she’d done for him—he should have come to see her, his wife. Overnight, her fury grew, and this morning she pulled the little gun from her show trunk, hid it in her muff, and, well, it was just too bad the ammunition had gone bad since the last time she’d used the gun, and up in smoke, instead of into Harry.

			She was in the matron’s quarters of the Denver jail, and she should have been crying, but instead she found herself almost giddy with relief. Thinking back on it, it was a stupid thing to do, but it sure had felt good. She knew it would be a big story in the newspapers—“Wife shoots at husband, but misses,”—and she talked to all the reporters—knowing that her best defense—if she ever got to court—was her story. It was time to tell the world what had really happened. The reporters loved the story—she made sure of that—even if it meant she had to invent a few picturesque details. All part of the entertainment business.

			“Why’d you do it?” The young reporter for The Denver Post leaned toward her as he scribbled in his notebook. 

			That was the question, wasn’t it? Three years of lies, that’s what did it, she thought. It was the lies that turned her heart to stone and put her finger on the trigger.

			The young man stopped scribbling and looked up. He seemed fascinated by her serene smile. She knew that he would believe what she told him. He was mesmerized as she recounted her wedding on horseback in Madison Square Garden. She didn’t have to embellish that at all. It was grand—grander than grand. She was a cowgirl with the Buffalo Bill Wild West and Pawnee Bill Wild East—the Two Bills show—and Harry was a dashing, daredevil cowboy. Their wedding was part of the evening performance at the Garden. At the time, May of 1913, the audience of eight thousand was the biggest on record for a wedding. 

			It almost didn’t happen. Now that she thought about it, it seemed that the whole year that ended in 13 was jinxed.

			The day before her wedding she was a nervous wreck, or at least that’s what the newspapers reported. She was the butt of numerous practical jokes by the other cowgirls, and the newspaper stories said she fainted before that night’s performance, although she didn’t remember fainting—feeling a little faint maybe—but not actually crashing. Unfortunately, that wasn’t the worst of it. 

			During the show, she was riding as one of many escorts to two large prairie schooners circling the garden. That was one newspaper’s version. Another paper reported that it was during a mock Indian battle. Another said it was during a Virginia Reel on Horseback which was part of the portion of the show known as A Holiday on the Ranch. She put all the stories in her scrapbook. All agreed that her horse bolted, probably from a blank cartridge she (or someone else) fired in the air too close to its ears. The horse careened to the Fourth Avenue side of the Garden, reared and tossed Goldie into a front row box. 

			Some thought it was part of the show. But the bastion of sports news, The New York Herald, reported that “many men and women in the audience stood up, and some put their hands over their eyes in horror.” The cries of alarm attracted ushers who sent for an ambulance to retrieve the unconscious bride-to-be. Some of the papers reported that her fiancé, Harry, sprang from his horse and carried her out of the arena. 

			The next thing she knew, she was flat on her back in an ambulance. Her head throbbed, and she wasn’t sure she could move her right leg. “My wedding,” she croaked through parched lips. The ambulance nurse shook her head and shushed her. 

			The Bellevue Hospital doctor examined her and pronounced that she would have to spend the night. They gave her something for the pain, and she drifted off to sleep thinking only about her aborted wedding. The doctors wouldn’t let reporters into her room, but they were quoted as saying that Goldie was resting easily and they wouldn’t know until the morning how seriously she had been injured. 

			She was in the hospital all the next day—the day she was supposed to be married. “What about my wedding?” she kept asking. “It won’t be today,” the doctor said. “Maybe next week. You must get some rest.” Oh dear, she thought, Colonel Cody won’t like that. He had told her how proud he was to host her wedding, and she knew he was counting on it to sell more tickets than usual. But she could hardly walk—every movement shot pain through her back, and her head still throbbed, so she reluctantly laid in bed. Several times she cried, and then the nurse would bring her something for the pain.

			Many years later she would tell a reporter that it was a kind of nightmare.

				The next day when Harry dropped by to see her he seemed too cheerful. He looked her up and down. “Let’s see you move.” Obligingly, she slowly and painfully bent each arm and leg for him. “I don’t think you’re so bad. Let’s get you out of here. We got’a weddin’ tonight.” He kissed her on the cheek, and that was that.

			The show went on.

			The beads that had been strung into the fringe on her cherry red leather riding skirt tinkled and flashed in the arena lights as she mounted her horse with a helping hand from her maid of honor. The beaded steer’s heads on her back and on her skirt were exquisite, but the outfit had felt heavy as she dressed, trying to avoid banging the beads into the worst of the bruises. Her bridal outfit was complete with her big-brimmed hat, scarf, tall boots, spurs, and gauntlets on her gloves that were beaded with her name. She flipped open the tin embedded in her bracelet and dabbed at some rouge. Holding her arm so she could see what she was doing in the tiny mirror, she patted her cheeks with the pink powder, and she was ready.

				She was limping and a mass of bruises, but she could ride. On their cue, she and Harry rode to the middle of the arena to the thunderous cheers of those eight thousand fans. Buffalo Bill, the legend himself, gave the bride away. Pawnee Bill was the best man, and fellow cowgirl Eva Fisher was her maid of honor. The glass plate of the photo of the wedding would become one of Goldie’s prized possessions. It showed the wedding party on horseback before the Reverend Robert Ryan of the Brooklyn Missionary Society, who stood in front of them because he didn’t ride. Ribbons adorned the heads of Harry’s and Goldie’s horses, and Harry’s fancy woolly chaps draped over his boots. Buffalo Bill was hidden from sight, only part of a stirrup showed in that famous photo, a trick of fate that incensed the aging promoter who was direly in need of any publicity at that point in his career.

				Looking back, she wasn’t sure she was ready to get married. She was nineteen, certainly old enough, but in some ways she was too trusting and too naïve, even though she had been raised in show business. 
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			A letter from a friend to Goldie when she was in jail: “March 14– 1916. Dear Mrs. Walters—I was in to see you this afternoon, but the Chief was out, and I could not get a permit. Am very sorry to learn of your trouble, and hope you will soon have things straightened out again. Have not forgotten the lift you gave me in Chicago, when I was down and out, and wish to say that if there is anything you need, and the Chief is willing, I will be glad to get for you. You can have the matron phone me at the office, and if I am not in, leave word to call you, or I can be reached at home after 6:30 p.m. York 615. Don’t hesitate to ask, for I owe you more than you gave me. Yours Very Truly, J.G. Middleton.”

				Buffalo Bill Museum and Grave, Lookout Mountain, Golden, Colorado
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			The top section of the packet of court documents from Goldie’s arrest in March of 1916. Goldie and Harry were using their rodeo name of Smith at the time.
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			A page in one of Goldie’s scrapbooks.

			The Sterling family

		


		


			~ TWO ~

		


			  

			A Decided Novelty

			She didn’t tell the young reporter, but she figured it was really, ultimately, Charley’s fault—if she hadn’t fallen for him, she wouldn’t be a cowgirl, and she wouldn’t have married Harry. She was seventeen when she first met Charley. He was twenty-one.

				She’d been sneaking out beyond the tents to the corrals where the Wild West horses were kept after her shows with the Lady Athletes in Knoxville. She’d always loved animals, and she felt a strong attraction to the show horses. She talked to whichever horse would come to her and scratched behind its ears. A voice behind her made her jump. 

				“Like horses?” It was him, Charley. Her knees wobbled, and her heart felt like it might stop, but at least she didn’t fall over. She stopped stroking the horse’s nose and stared at him. He was as good looking up close as he was riding by on his horse during the frequent parades staged by his father’s show. Curly hair popped out here and there from under his big hat and framed a boyishly handsome face and deep-set, serious eyes. He obviously liked dressing the part of one of the best-known cowboys in the nation. He wore a bright green, over-sized silk neckerchief tied loosely, tall boots with tall heels, and one of the biggest hats Goldie had ever seen. From head to toe, Charley Mulhall was a bronco rider in his father’s Wild West show. She thought he was the most handsome man she’d ever laid eyes on.

				“Always did like ’em.” She nodded at the horse who was giving up on her and moving away. “What’s his name?” 

				“That one’s Bill Oliver, my sister’s horse.”

				“Who’s Bill Oliver?”

				“Bill Oliver is the president of the Exposition.” 

				She thought about it a few seconds. “Does he have other names when you’re somewhere’s else?”

				Charley laughed. “Sure does.” 

				An old show business trick was to find a way to relate to the local crowd. Sometimes performers changed their hometowns or their names to this end, so why not their horse’s name? 

				“You’re over at that Blanche Whitney show.”

				She blushed. He knew who she was. “I’m Goldie Griffith.” She extended her hand and thought to herself that her mother might not approve of introducing herself to this handsome young man, but, really, he already knew who she was.

				“Pleasure. Charley Mulhall.” He gave her hand a tiny squeeze. “I seen your show. You girls’re pretty tough.” Goldie blushed again. He’d been to her show. He didn’t seem to notice her red face. “Wanna see the broncs I ride?”

				A young woman who Goldie recognized immediately appeared behind Charley’s shoulder. “Oh, darling brother, are you pestering this young lady with your outlandish stories?” She put the emphasis on the word pestering, brushed his cheek playfully, and winked at Goldie. 

				“He’s not bothering at all,” Goldie assured her earnestly. 

				“Miss Goldie Griffith, my sister, the esteemed Lucille, who will never leave me alone, even for a minute.” Charley’s tone 
was teasing. 

				“Nice to meet you, Miss Goldie Griffith.” Lucille smiled and offered her hand. Goldie was honored to take it. Lucille was famous, not only in America, but in Europe too. And she wasn’t finished teasing her brother. She winked again at Goldie. “Watch out for my brother. He fancies himself a ladies’ man, although he’s really nuttin’ but a cowpoke from Oklahoma.” 

				“Watch out, sis. You’re an Okie too.” 

				“So I am. I just came to warn you. The Colonel is lookin’ for you. He’d better not find you here.” With that, she sidled off, waving good-bye over her shoulder.

				Charley sighed. “Guess I gotta go. Maybe you’d like to meet my other sisters, Mildred and Georgia? Come see a show? I got’a extry ticket.”

				Goldie nodded, hardly believing her ears. He separated a ticket from several that he pulled out of his shirt pocket and handed it to her. “So long, Miss Goldie.” As he turned to leave her alone in the corral he said, “Come soon, I’ll be watchin’ for you.”

				Goldie couldn’t believe her good luck—he was so fine-looking. She stuck the ticket in the waistband of her skirt so she wouldn’t lose it. She’d have to run to make lunch on time. If she was too late, Miss Whitney would be mad. If Miss Whitney got mad, there was the chance she would telegraph Goldie’s mother. And that might mean that Goldie would have to go home. She was wearing the Blanche Whitney outfit, the one they were supposed to wear out to promote the show. Her short skirt came to just below her knees, and her tights showed off her legs below the skirt’s blue stripes. Her scarf, which she had carefully tied over her shoulders, flopped around as she ran through the crowd in the Midway Jungle to the big tent that housed the Blanche Whitney Lady Athletes. 

				This was her home for a whole month. She was one of the Blanche Whitney Lady Athletes. The newspaper clipping that she had stuck in her scrapbook called them a decided novelty. It was the same way the press had treated Blanche Whitney in Chicago where a police censor was “agin’ ” wrestling exhibitions in which women took part, reported the newspaper, at least when he got orders from headquarters. The paper went on to report that He stopped an exciting contest between Miss Cora Livingstone, ‘champion woman wrestler of the world,’ and Miss Lou Harris. 

				Miss Whitney, reported The Chicago Daily Tribune a short time later, bears a striking resemblance to Miss Livingstone, whose title she appears to have usurped. As Blanche Whitney, the female wrestler was meeting all comers at the American Theater in defiance of the police censor. Reported the newspaper, Her opponent is Miss Belle Myers. The way they yesterday mauled and pulled each other around the dirty mat used in the exhibition was marvelous, considering that they go through the same performance once an hour from noon until close on to midnight every day.

				When June’s heat wave started suffocating Chicago, Blanche moved out to the amusement park in the White City next to the lake. Reporter Richard Henry Little visited the park and was shown around by the assistant manager on a day when the temperature hovered around 90. 

				After a long, hard winter, he wrote, the ballyhoos, whose voices have long been silent, were upraised in a gladsome chorus. The girls at the ticket booths were chattering like a lot of song birds in the tree tops, and the band poured forth paeans of joyous melody. The manager hummed a few bars of “Angel Eyes” and led Little to where a woman was giving wrestling exhibitions. 

			 	The ‘robust’ woman [Blanche Whitney] told Little: “I have four classes of society women. They come out here and I wrestle with them and teach them the half-nelson and the hammerlock and the rest of the game.” 

				Blanche told the reporter about the benefits for women to learn to wrestle. “If a husband is cross and disagreeable, just put him on his back as fast as he can get up. This clinging vine stuff is all right, but believe me, the woman is a winner who can look her husband straight in the eye and say, ‘What about the coin for that new dress? Do you come across like a little man or do I throw you down and sit on you while you think it over?’ Men are just big bullies,” Blanche pontificated. “When women are able to take care of themselves it will be a different world.” 

				Little reported the manager exclaimed, “My, my! Are you a 
suffragette?”

				“I am not,” said the lady wrestler.

				“You ought to join. They would make you a walking delegate. When woman gets her rights I’m for you for chief of police.”

			 	Blanche’s next engagement was the Appalachian Exposition, and she decided to take a troupe. She didn’t have to look far to find athletic girls who were willing to join her show—performers like chorus girl Goldie Griffith who, in spite of the heat, did four turns a day in a vaudeville show in the White City amusement park. When Goldie suggested to her mother that she wanted to join Blanche’s show, it was a tough sell. But finally Allie relented, and at the beginning of November her daughter left Chicago on the train with the rest of the troupe.

				It was a small show compared to the Zack Mulhall Wild West, but it was where Goldie would work for the month she was in Chilhowee Park, three and a half miles north of Knoxville. The whole Appalachian Exposition of 1910 covered about 100 acres, and the gleaming white main exhibition hall was a voluminous 80,000 square feet behind its massive columns and formidable stairs. Goldie hardly ever went there. Mostly she liked to visit the Livestock Building or the Women’s Hall. There was a lot to see and do on the vast fair grounds, but now Goldie knew there was only one place she’d be visiting, and that was the corral behind the Mulhall Wild West where she could see the horses and where she might run into Charley.

				Just the day before, Mary Church Terrell had given a speech about “equal rights” for Negro women. Blanche’s girls were still talking about it at lunch when a breathless Goldie slipped into her seat, although none of them had heard it in person because they were, of course, performing. They compared what they heard Mary Church Terrell had said to their experiences in Chicago. While in Chicago, before they came to Knoxville, the girls had met Jack Johnson, the heavyweight boxing champion. In the mornings the Whitney girls worked out in Connell’s gymnasium. Among the men who worked out in the afternoons at the same gym were Fatty Nelson and Jack Johnson. 

				Johnson was the first black athlete to break the color barrier in sports, long before Jackie Robinson stepped on the major league baseball field in 1947. Almost 40 years earlier, in 1908, Johnson, one of the most powerful counter-punchers ever, knocked out Tommy Burns in Australia to become world champion, but he wasn’t given the title until 1910, the year Goldie met him, when he beat Jim Jeffries in Reno in a fight that ignited race riots. Johnson was famous for more than fighting. He was a flamboyant character who had his own jazz band, owned a Chicago nightclub, acted on stage, drove flashy yellow sports cars, and reputedly walked his pet leopard while sipping champagne. He loved white women and married three of them. In spite of the flash, the son of a former slave knew what it was like to make-do. When he saw the troupe of pretty white girls working out in the gym, he offered them use of his apartment since the men all had their own private rooms for changing clothes and cleaning up after their workouts, but there were no facilities for women because, of course, women didn’t go to gyms. 

				The girls’ workouts for wrestling were mostly just learning how to get out of a hold—quickly. They practiced whipping their heads around, throwing their shoulders back and fighting off an opponent’s half-Nelson. They practiced tricks for defeating all the holds, including the hammerlocks, scissors, and hip locks. Workouts for the fencing and boxing were more strenuous, and Blanche made them work hard. The Whitney girls appreciated the use of Johnson’s apartment after their sweaty workouts, and Goldie had a great admiration for the massive boxer.
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			Goldie fell for the young, handsome Charley Mulhall, posing here for a publicity photo for the Mulhall Wild West Show.

			 Reprinted from Lucille Mulhall: Her Family, Her Life, Her Times  by Kathryn Stansbury
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			A publicity photograph of Goldie for the Blanche Whitney Lady Athletes at the Appalachian Exposition in 1910.

			Buffalo Bill Museum and Grave, Lookout Mountain, Golden, Colorado
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			This photo may have been taken in Chicago before Blanche Whitney’s troupe left for the Appalachian Exposition, where the price of admission was raised from 10 cents to 25 cents and where Goldie met Charley Mulhall. Goldie is the fourth girl from the right.

			The Sterling family
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			Another publicity photo for Blanche Whitney’s Lady Athletes shows Goldie Griffith, right, wrestling another woman. 

			Buffalo Bill Museum and Grave, Lookout Mountain, Golden, Colorado

		


		


			~ THREE ~

		


			Ladies’ Champion of the World

			She had talked Miss Whitney into letting her go to the afternoon Wild West show. Usually everyone in Miss Whitney’s small troupe had to work at every performance. The company ran a show every hour from one in the afternoon to eleven at night, but once in a while Blanche would allow one of them to skip a performance or two. 

				“Hurry up, Babe,” Bessie hissed. “You need to be dressed in five minutes.” Babe Griffith was Goldie’s first stage name.

				“I’m gonna go to the Mulhall show today,” Goldie whispered back as she pulled off her dress and squirmed into her leotard and tights. She and Bessie were ‘wrassling’ in the first show today. The five girls took turns exhibiting the different sports. 

				Goldie pinned her long hair up and back and she was ready. Although women wrestlers were at the height of their popularity in 1910, to say that what Goldie was doing was a novelty was quite an understatement. 

				Young ladies in 1910 did not go to gyms and work out. They did not go on stage. They did not wrestle, for heaven’s sake. Boxing, another contact sport, was just as bad. In fact, American girls knew little to nothing of the benefits of exercise for health. They learned how to make mayonnaise, how to serve tea. Doctors advised women to refrain from vigorous physical activity or risk destroying their reproductive capabilities. Most women who participated in sports were considered unfeminine and often faced social isolation. Attitudes in the West were not as restrictive as on the East Coast, but what Goldie was doing was not in the mainstream of any part of the country. 

				What she was doing may have seemed anomalous to much of America at the time, but for her it was normal. Goldie grew up in show business. She was born on the last day of September 1893 in her grandfather’s house in Kinmundy, Illinois, in Marion County. Her father, John Griffith, had a medicine show, and he and his wife stopped traveling just long enough for Allie to give birth. Goldie later told a newspaper reporter she was named after the gold rush and had a cousin named Silver. 

				Goldie’s earliest memories were of dancing and singing with her mother to draw customers to the wagon, which was always parked off the road a good bit to allow for a crowd. The two of them would set up by the road, and Goldie danced and performed acrobatic tricks. She also helped her father mix up the liniment and put it in the bottles that they sold for a dollar. The “cure-all” was made of syrup, water and a bit of peppermint flavoring. “We told them they could rub it anywhere on their bodies or just drink it,” she laughed during an interview years later. “Oh yes, father was a little crooked.”

			

				When she was seventeen, Goldie became a professional athlete, making her own money, and her mother allowed her to travel by herself. Goldie claimed she was always a tomboy, so for her it was logical to move on from acrobat and dancer to chorus girl to wrestler. She started wrestling as a 142-pound welterweight who challenged any girl to catch-as-catch-can wrestling and would take on any 160-pound man. Sometimes the girls would grab a man who had come to see the show to wrestle with them. If the man couldn’t throw the girl in fifteen seconds, the girl won. With other girls, they had to go the full round.

				Although the bill advertised the lady athletes, Blanche’s show also included strongmen Bartell and Elson, acrobat Harry Morrison, and advance man Mr. Lousshy. Admission to their show at the Appalachian Exposition was twenty-five cents.

				Goldie and Bessie peeked around the curtain as they waited offstage for their entrance. The house was about two-thirds full, not bad for the middle of the week. 

				“Babe, you’re gonna get in trouble, chasin’ after a man like that.”

				“I weren’t chasin’. He’s the one who gave me a ticket.” 

				“You know what I mean.”

			With a flick of her dainty, gloved hand, the rope began swinging in a growing arc that reached far in front of her and then over her head. The Mulhall Wild West announcer called out her tricks through his long megaphone. She stepped in and out of a flying loop, swirled a big circle out over the first few rows of the grandstand, balanced a whirling loop on her arm and then her leg, and kicked a loop so that it fell neatly over her pony’s neck. Facing her, Sam Garrett was performing a mirror image of her act, but Goldie couldn’t take her eyes off Lucille. She seemed so slight, but she was obviously a master at moving the heavy rope. A fringed sash was tied around her waist, and her heavy divided skirt swung around her ankles. Her neckerchief draped gracefully over her dark, pleated shirtwaist blouse. Lucille’s long blond hair was pinned back with a wide bow that was fastened at the nape of her neck, and her serene expression under the wide-brimmed hat seemed real to Goldie. 

				For one of her tricks Lucille roped six horses running abreast. Charley was riding the inside horse that came closest to his sister. As soon as the gigantic loop settled over all six horses and riders, Lucille let go of it, and raised her arms in acknowledgement of the crowd’s approval. Goldie’s applause was ecstatic.

				Goldie had seen a Wild West before—the best and biggest Wild West—Buffalo Bill’s show—with her parents when she was little. The Mulhall show, even though it was smaller, was better than anything she’d hoped for. Charley, of course, was the best part, but everything else was pretty spectacular too.

				Charley and his sister Lucille led the Grand Entry on their prancing white horses. Following them was their father Zack in front of the cowboy band, and then came sisters Georgia and Mildred. Mildred was about Goldie’s age. 

				Goldie watched all the riders with new-found interest. The Nation Race pitted cowboys, cowgirls, and Indians in a dare-devil contest twice around the arena. The Pony Express skit involved the rider changing horses each eighth mile and demonstrated the rider’s agility in jumping from horse to horse.

				A swaying stagecoach thundered away from outlaws in a cloud of dust in the Deadwood Stage Coach Robbery act. The announcer told them that the old coach belonged to the U.S. government and had been made available to Zack Mulhall with former President Roosevelt’s help after the Mulhalls’ coach was badly damaged in an accident in Kansas City. The hold-up in the Mulhalls’ show was a realistic portrayal of an attack on the Overland stagecoach on the Deadwood Trail by the notorious white outlaw, the Apache Kid. 

				Lucille showed the tricks her trained horse, Governor, could do. The big sorrel horse picked up the wooden handle of a dinner bell with his mouth and swung his head back and forth to make the bell ring. At another command, he played lame and hobbled around. He also danced to music, reared on his hind legs and walked, and played dead. Lucille had even trained him to walk on his knees on a special mat. At the end, Governor bowed to the audience by falling to his front knees. Goldie watched with avid interest, and cheers rose from the audience.

				The Sioux and Cheyenne Indians danced in native regalia. The Indians were recruited from the reservations, and curious audiences flocked to see the “wild” and “heathen savages.” The Indian Boy race exhibited reckless bareback riding by the young sons of the Indians with the troupe. The Fight over the Water Hole enacted Frederick Remington’s painting of the same name. Just as the cowboys found the water hole, they were attacked by the Indians who were trailing them. A battle followed, with the cowboys winning—of course. 

				Lucille, who was introduced to the admiring crowd as the Ladies’ Champion Roper of the World, single-mindedly chased down a wild steer, her divided skirt and long hair flying. She threw the rope she had been twirling over her head and landed it neatly around the steer’s head. She had changed horses, and this horse, Sam, stopped instantly, pulling the rope taut. Lucille leaped to the ground in a cloud of dust, running toward the thrashing steer. She whipped a small piece of rope out of the pocket in her skirt and tied two of the beast’s ankles together. As she jumped up she threw her arms in the air in a triumphant salute to the crowd. Everyone stood, whistling and applauding enthusiastically. The announcer told them that in rodeos around the country she regularly beat out cowboys who couldn’t handle a thousand-pound steer as quickly as the diminutive Lucille could.

				A fake Mexican bullfight was staged since real bullfighting was illegal. And Henry Grammar wrestled with a ‘Mexican’ steer. The Chase For A Bride provided comedy as one of the cowgirls was chased by all of the cowboys. When one overtook her, she was lifted from her saddle to his while their horses were running at full speed. Goldie could feel herself riding behind that virile cowboy on his pony, circling the arena to the sound of stomping and cheering fans.
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			Lucille Mulhall throws her arms in the air to stop the clock after roping a steer in a Wild West competition. In 1900, the New York World described the cowgirl: Little Miss Mulhall, who weighs only ninety pounds, can break a bronc, lasso and brand a steer and shoot a coyote at 500 yards. She can also play Chopin, quote Browning, and make mayonnaise. When Lucille broke her leg in San Antonio, her adoring fans built a special stand at the show for her wheelchair. Later that evening her box at the opera house was filled with roses.

			Oklahoma Historical Society Photograph Collection, Courtesy Oklahoma Historical Society [16588]

		


		


			 ~ FOUR ~  

			In the Tanbark

			Goldie’s favorite act was the Bucking Broncos, where Charley Mulhall and other cowboys rode the violent horses. When the announcer called out Charley’s name, listing his accomplishments as a former professional jockey and now a bulldogger, roper and bronc rider, Goldie stood and clapped hard. Lucille appeared, trotting her horse into the middle of the arena, where a couple of cowboys were holding a riderless horse. As Charley walked toward them, Lucille rode close to the horse, bent over and covered its eyes with her arms. She seemed to be biting the horse’s ear. Once Charley had a hand on the reins and a foot in the stirrup, Lucille let go, Charley swung onto his back, and the big gray horse arched his back and leaped high in a furious attempt to unseat the cowboy. Charley hung onto the wild-eyed bronc, who kicked and twisted and turned as hard as he could, and when Charley slid off the gray pony’s bucking back, he got a rousing ovation from the crowd. The hairs on the back of Goldie’s neck stood up. She got applause for her acts, but nothing like that.

				The whole company spilled into the arena for the final act, a re-enactment of a dark page in western history, the Mountain Meadows Massacre.* As the last cowboy and Indian took their bows before the approving crowd, Goldie sprinted for the corral, pushing her way through the seats before the people around her started to pack up and leave. She was hoping to run into Charley before he disappeared into his tent. She wasn’t disappointed. It was as if he knew she would come looking for him. 

				“It was fantastic,” she enthused breathlessly. Charley grinned at the compliment and shook her hand vigorously. 

				“Wanna go for a ride?” He was reading her mind. 

				“Sure.”

				Charley led the way. “But this is the horse you rode in the show,” Goldie protested. He seemed pleased that she recognized the horse. A stern-looking, well-dressed older man with a big hat and a big mustache strode their way, firmly planting the heels of his boots into the tanbark with every step. Goldie recognized him as Colonel Zack Mulhall. 				“Hello, sir,” she smiled at him.

				“Hello, young woman.” Zack looked pointedly at his son.

				“Sir, this is Miss Goldie Griffith. With the Blanche Whitney Show. I told you about them.”

				“Yes, yes. Pleased to make your acquaintance.” He tipped his hat. Goldie felt honored to be in the presence of a man who knew former president Roosevelt and owned a massive ranch in Oklahoma. 

				“She’d like to try one of our horses. Would that be all right, sir?” Charley asked his father. 

				The older man stroked his chin. “Guess I don’t see any harm in it. But, son, you thinkin’ of takin’ Soldier out again?”

				“Yes, sir. And Buckwheat for Goldie. We won’t be long.”

				The Colonel looked at Goldie, and she felt as if she had been assayed and evaluated, the way the old man would size up a cow or a horse. He turned back to his son with a severe look. 		“Better not be long. You got work to do.”

				“Yes, sir.”  The older man turned on his heel and marched back the way he had come.

				Goldie followed Charley to the corral where he showed her how to saddle the big oatmeal-colored horse he called Buckwheat. He handed her the reins, and Buckwheat nuzzled her neck. “I think he likes you. That’s a good sign. You can always do a lot more on a horse that likes you.” Goldie was pleased with the compliment. 

				“Do you need help gettin’ in the saddle?” Goldie shook her head. Fortunately, she had on her Whitney outfit with the tights, or she wouldn’t have been able to go on this impromptu ride. Her long skirt would have been too cumbersome to mount the horse. Good thing she had ridden once in a while in Forest Park in Chicago and knew how to get into the saddle by herself.

				Charley swung a leg easily over Soldier’s rump and settled lightly in the saddle, and the horses started walking toward the arena. As they came closer, Goldie could feel Buckwheat tense with energy. 

				The ponies entered the arena prancing sideways, stepping high. Goldie gasped with pleasure. She had never been on such a lively horse before. The horses she had ridden in Chicago had plodded through their day, never putting more energy into their trip around the park with each new rider than they had to. This was different. Goldie felt herself tense, but when she looked at Charley, he nodded approvingly, and she relaxed. She could do this. 

				“You sit that saddle like you were born in it,” Charley grinned at her, and he reached over and slapped Buckwheat on the rump at the same time he spurred Soldier. His horse took off like a comet, streaking toward the other side of the arena. But Buckwheat didn’t follow. Apparently, Buckwheat didn’t like being slapped on the rump. The big horse’s front legs rose up until they were even with Goldie’s nose. She felt herself slipping, and then the empty seats spun around her as she gripped the saddle with every muscle in her thighs. She exhaled a gasp of relief when Buckwheat returned to the ground, but then he took a few steps and reared again with a fierceness that took her new-found breath away. She almost slid off the side of the saddle, but just as abruptly she was bounced back in. She had seen Lucille ride her rearing horse with one hand in the air, but she held on as tight as she could with both hands. When Buckwheat came back down to earth, he gathered his rear legs beneath him and shot off toward the other horse and rider. Charley had turned around and was tearing back across the arena toward her, but at that moment she felt herself slipping off the saddle.

			

				“Kick free, kick free,” he shouted.

				Goldie opened one eye. The other one was pinned shut. Her body reverberated. She was looking at a pair of cowboy boots and a lot of bark. Had she passed out? She didn’t think so. She thought maybe she had just lost her wind. Considering that wild ride, she thought she felt okay. Something hard poked at her shoulder. She turned just in time to receive a sloppy horse kiss from Buckwheat. His big eyes seemed worried, and he exhaled moist warm air noisily into her ear. Slowly, she sat up, and the big horse backed away from her. The cowboy boots were attached to legs, and a gloved hand appeared in front of her face. Willing herself up, Goldie grabbed onto the hand for a pull. Finally she could look up, and she saw Buckwheat and Soldier standing calmly a few feet away. In front of her stood Charley. Her legs felt a little wobbly, but she wasn’t going to let Charley know that. Charley was looking concerned, so she smiled, and she saw relief flood his face.

				The bark that covered the dirt arena to help with dust control kept falling out of her clothes and hair, and she brushed at her face, hoping she didn’t look too bad. 

				“Don’t be forgettin’ the time, Charles. You have work to do,” Colonel Zack appeared at the edge of the arena and shouted at his son. 

				Charley winked at her. He turned and called out, “Yes, sir. I’ll be right along.”

				Goldie assessed the damage. Her behind would be sore for a few days where it had smacked the swell on the back of the saddle. Fortunately, her dress wasn’t ripped, but it was pretty dirty. She’d have to wash it out and hope that she could iron it dry in time for the next show. 

				“Hey, now, that was durn good. You’d make a good bronc rider.” Charley was still grinning. 

				“But I fell off. That’s not what you’re supposed to do.”

				Charley tipped his hat towards her. “But you stayed with ’im when it was important, and you kicked free, that’s just as good.” Goldie thought he was just trying to make her feel better, but then he added when he saw her skepticism, “Yep, you’d make a good cowgirl. That was as good a first ride as any I ever seen.”

				She picked bark off her dress and her tights and wondered how many bruises she’d have. She now understood why Charley and the other cowboys stood in that funny way, like a wooden store mannequin with one stiff leg cocked out in front of the other. It was probably because of all the falls from the bucking horses he rode every day, twice a day.

				“You should take—”

				An angry shout from the corral interrupted them. They swung their heads in unison. It was Colonel Zack. He sounded enraged. Charley ran, and Goldie followed. By the time they got there, all they could see was the dust left in the wake of the Colonel’s horse galloping toward town.

				“What now?” Charley asked the hands who were standing around, smirking.

				One of the cowboys took off his hat and scratched his head. “Them Injuns agin. Two of ’em got arrested.”

				“It was just beads,” offered another of the men, drawing circles in the dirt with the toe of his boot. 

				“Just beads?” 

				“Yep, in a dime store. In town.”

				That was all the cowboys were going to say, and all but one of them drifted off. Goldie recognized the last cowboy. He was Tom Mix, one of the stars of the Mulhall’s show. “And who is this, Charley?” Mix teased as he waggled a finger at Goldie. 

				“This here is Miss Goldie Griffith, Tom, and don’t you get any ideas. Goldie, this is Tom Mix. Maybe you’ve seen one of his flickers?”

				Goldie shook her head. “No? Disappointed, Tom?” Goldie could tell that Charley was teasing Tom right back, but she couldn’t help feeling let down when the gallant-looking cowboy swaggered away without saying goodbye even though Charley told her, “Don’t mind him.” 

			

				Later, Goldie heard that Zack paid the fine and got the Indians out of jail, but she heard that from the girls she worked with, not from any of the Mulhalls. Gossiping with the girls, she heard other rumors about Zack’s temper. One was that he hit Tom Mix over the head with a two-by-four in a disagreement about Lucille. Before Mix became a famous movie star he was a hired hand on the Mulhall ranch, and Charley and Lucille grew up alongside him and the other cowboys. When Zack decided to take his talented children on the road with a Wild West show, he also took Mix, and it didn’t seem too surprising to Goldie that a cowboy with as few manners as Mix would get in a scrape over the beautiful Lucille. Apparently the Colonel had forgiven him, because just as Mix was finishing his second motion picture, the Colonel tracked him down and asked if he would star in his Wild West show at the Appalachian Exposition. Tom had three free weeks before his next picture, and he and his wife Olive agreed to Zack’s proposition. When former President Theodore Roosevelt attended the Mulhall show at the Appalachian Exposition, Mix kept up a constant light banter with the former president, who was sitting in a special box seat on the reviewing stand with Colonel Zack. 

				After hearing all that, Goldie wondered if Colonel Zack had really hit Mix with the two-by-four. But most people believed the two-by-four incident probably did happen because Colonel Zack Mulhall had already shot three men in 1904 in a disagreement over the horses on the pike at the St. Louis Fair. Goldie tried asking Charley about the rumors, but he ignored her. The Mulhalls stuck by each other, and she could tell the family was dominated by Colonel Zack. After hearing Zack’s explosion in the corral, she guessed that the threat of Colonel Zack’s wrath was enough to keep anyone quiet, and sometimes she imagined the severe old man pulling out his gun, aiming at the men who had disagreed with him, and firing at them.

				“If you want, I could talk to the Colonel, see if you could join the show,” Charley told her that day after she rode Buckwheat. She thought it a little odd that Charley called his father ‘the Colonel,’ but Colonel was what a lot of important men were called, and it had nothing to do with the military. 

				“Oh I can’t do that.” Her mother would kill her if she ran off to be in a Wild West, and she was still under contract with Blanche Whitney. But she thought there might be a future in learning how to ride, in more ways than one. 

				“How did you learn how to ride?”

				Charley laughed. “I think I always knew. You know, when you grow up on a ranch.” Almost all the cowboys and cowgirls in the Wild West shows learned to ride growing up on ranches in the West. 

				“How ’bout the broncs? When did you learn to ride them?” 

				“I guess that kind of came natural. My big sis and I played a lot of games on the ranch, and the hands thought it would be funny to put us on some buckers.” What Charley didn’t tell her was that he didn’t come to his father’s ranch until he was 10 years old, and at first was so scared of the boisterous cowboys and the new life he hid under his bed. His sister Lucille, who practiced her roping and riding almost all day every day, eventually taught him to rope and ride the bucking horses. “So we figured out how to ride ’em and how to take care of ’em. The Mulhall buckers are pretty special.”

				“Do you train ’em to buck?”

				“Kinda,” Charley squinted at her to see if she really was interested. Her rapt attention satisfied him, so he continued. “Well, first you have to find the right horse. Then you gotta wait until they’re four or five years old. They need to be full-grown and strong as they’re gonna get before you get on ’em the first time. Then you gotta make ’em feel like they’re always the winner. You never, ever pull their head up. If you do that, they stop buckin’ and then they’re not worth much. You slide off ’em while they’re still buckin’ up a storm, and they think they did a good job—they got rid of you. You see?”

				“Sure. Are they
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