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To be fair to her, Miss Martha Jane Canary did not look for
trouble. She never needed to. Trouble came her way like a spawning
salmon finding the river of its birth.

What began as a simple business trip wound up with her driving
a stagecoach through hostile Indian and outlaw-infested country,
and then tangling with a smart and ruthless owlhoot who only made
one mistake. That was when he robbed Miss Canary - for she was
better known as Calamity Jane.
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As my life has on two
occasions depended upon the reliability of his inventions, I
gratefully dedicate this book to the memory of the greatest, most
brilliant and prolific designer of firearms the world has ever
seen, or will ever see:

JOHN MOSES
BROWNING.

 








 





Author’s Note

I apologize to John Berns of
Berns-Martin for Solly Cole’s gun rig and ask him to regard it as a
tribute to his own holster which is, in the words of “Davo”
Davidson, “a real fine piece of work.”


 


 


 Chapter One – Young Lady With a Whip

 


Standing on the sidewalk, Hughie
Rintel nudged his companion, Chub Farn, in the ribs and nodded
toward a boy of their own age who came along the street in their
direction. The chubby, sullen-faced fifteen year old boy darted a
precautionary glance to make sure that his father stood with the
other loafers idling their time before Promontory’s Wells Fargo
office. Assured of parental protection should the need arise,
Hughie prepared to commence what had become his favorite sport
since settling in Utah Territory.

“Yah, John Mormon!” he yelled at the
boy. “How many wives’s your pappy got at home?”

“Bet it’s four or five at least,” the
tall, gangling Chub went on loudly. “And maybe ten-fifteen each
brothers ’n’ sisters.”

A burst of laughter far in excess of
the humor of the two remarks burst from the grown-up loafers.
Stocky, surly-looking Bernie Rintel—an older, even more truculent
version of his son—nudged his nearest crony in the ribs and grinned
approval of Hughie’s actions. Much of Rintel’s bullying nature had
passed down to his offspring, to flourish unchecked under parental
condonation and protection against the consequences of numerous
misdeeds. Being a man of some influence in his section of the
community, Rintel smothered any protests about his son’s behavior;
a fact Hughie made the most of.

Without his father’s presence, Hughie
would probably have thought twice before picking on that particular
Mormon boy, even given Chub Farn’s backing. Possessing a broad
streak of discretion, Hughie preferred to take as few chances as
possible in his bullying activities and the Mormon looked like he
could prove a tough nut to crack.

An inch taller than Chub, the Mormon
boy had a broad-shouldered and muscular frame. The round-topped
black hat perching on recently-trimmed brown hair was, like his
shirt collar and tie, clearly an item of clothing not usually worn.
His young frame appeared to be rapidly outgrowing the home-spun
brown suit. A carpetbag swung from his left hand while his right
gripped what looked like an old, long-barreled Kentucky rifle.
Sufficient similar weapons could still be seen around in the early
1870’s for it to attract no interest. Yet an observant onlooker
might have noticed that it did not carry a ramrod under the barrel,
or might have thought the aperture in the breech’s sidewall unusual
for what appeared to be a muzzle-loading weapon. For the rest, the
gun had its hammer on the underside just ahead of the trigger
guard, and looked well-used but as though it received careful
maintenance and attention.

Not being observant, Hughie saw only
the bare essentials. He ignored the rifle as a factor, feeling sure
its owner would not dare make use of it. After rapid thought, he
concluded that between them he and Chub ought to be able to handle
the other boy; and Pa could be relied upon to step in should the
going get too rough.

Although his tanned face reddened
slightly, John Browning gave no sign of hearing the two boys’
comments. The last thing he wanted was to become involved in any
trouble. Even a boyish scuffle could have serious consequences if
Mormon and Gentile be involved. So he continued to walk along the
street, eyes fixed firmly on the sign over the Wells Fargo office
building.

Encouraged by the lack of response,
Hughie swung off the sidewalk so as to block John’s path. Chub
followed him down, the two boys standing side by side and leering
at their prospective victim.

“Where do you think you’re going,
Mormon?” Hughie demanded.

“To catch the south-bound stage,” John
answered evenly.

“What you got in the bag?” Chub
asked.

“That’s my business.”

“Maybe it’s ours too,” Hughie sneered.
“There’s been a heap of things go missing around town.”

“So we want to look what you’ve got in
that bag,” Chub went on. “My paw always says anybody that’d take
four or five wives can’t be trusted.”

“You just open up that bag, Mormon,”
Hughie continued, advancing in a threatening manner. “We want to
make sure you’re not stealing anything.”

John came to a halt, balancing lightly
on his feet and watching the other two as they fanned out with the
intention of taking him from either side. Still he held down his
anger, although doing so took an ever increasing effort.

“I’m not looking for trouble,” he
warned. “All I want to do is go get a ticket and catch the
stage.”

“And all we want to do is look in that
bag,” Chub replied. “Or have you got something to hide, you
stinking Mormon thief?”

“Take a look and see!” Johnny spat,
swinging up the bag and tossing it into Chub’s chest. Judging by
the way the skinny youngster reeled backward, the bag had a fair
weight and arrived with some power.

From dealing with Chub, Johnny pivoted
smoothly and launched a punch at the advancing Hughie. The sudden,
effective aggression took both Gentile boys by surprise, past
experience having led them to believe Mormons a meek, mild race
following a policy of pacifism. So shock as much as hard knuckles
colliding with some force against his chin sent Hughie staggering
backward.

Swiftly Johnny stepped to the side of
the street and rested his rifle against the sidewalk. Throwing
aside the carpetbag, Chub leapt at John, caught him by the shoulder
and turned him. For a member of a basically pacific religious creed
John seemed to have considerable knowledge of defending himself. As
he came around, his hand lashed out. Travelling faster than the
blow Chub swung, John’s fist hit its mark first and rammed its
knuckles solidly against the other’s nose. Although Chub’s punch
landed against John’s cheek, pain in his nasal organ caused it to
lose most of its power. It did, however, distract John long enough
for Hughie to sneak in and thump him savagely across the back,
propelling him into Chub’s arms.

While John and Chub struggled with
each other, Hughie ran forward, sprang into the air and landed with
both feet on the rifle. Not a new weapon, its cherrywood stock
could no longer take such an abuse. With a crack it split across
the small of the butt and then broke in two pieces held together
only by the screws of the trigger guard.

John let out a howl of rage, hurled
Chub away from him and flung himself at Hughie. Reaching over the
hitching rail, Rintel Senior caught John’s collar in passing to
halt his forward progress. With a twisting heave, the man sent John
staggering into the center of the street. Bounding after him, Chub
turned and hit him. The blow knocked John back toward Hughie who
locked both arms around him from behind. Pinning John’s arms to his
side, Hughie clung on grimly and yelled for Chub to fix his wagon
good.

After wiping at his nose and studying
the blood on the back of his hand, Chub advanced to rip a punch
into Johnny’s belly. As a grunt of pain rose from the trapped boy,
Chub drove his fist into John’s face. Knowing the reputation of
Hughie’s father, and the general feeling of the audience where
Mormons were concerned, Chub expected no interference while beating
the helpless youngster up. So feeling a hand clamp hold of his
shoulder and heave him backward came as something of a
surprise.

Jerked away from John, Chub felt
himself swung and released with sufficient force to be sent
sprawling across to the center of the street. He landed on hands
and knees, twisting around to see who dared Rintel Senior’s wrath
and to go against public opinion in such a manner. What he saw
handed him almost as great a shock as the unexpected
assault.

Although clad in male clothing, Chub’s
assailant was a woman. Mighty unconventional, maybe, but as female
as Eve. A battered U.S. cavalry kepi perched at a jaunty angle on a
mop of shortish, curly red hair. Good-looking without being
out-and-out beautiful, the young woman’s freckled face might
normally be merry and bubbling with a love of life, but right then
was set in an expression of grim determination and cold contempt.
She wore a fringed buckskin jacket over an open-necked dark blue
shirt that, like her levis pants, looked to have been bought a size
too small and shrunk in washing. Both items clung to her shapely
body in a manner calculated to dispel any lingering doubts as to
her sex. From the kepi to the low-heeled riding boots on her feet
she was all and every inch a woman despite the way she dressed.
Around her waist hung a gunbelt with an ivory-handled Colt 1861
Navy revolver riding butt forward in its contoured holster at the
right side. A freighter’s bull whip, its long lash coiled neatly,
was thrust into a loop on the left side of her waist
belt.

If Chub had been older he might have
felt more appreciation for the rich swell of the girl’s breasts as
they forced against the material of the shirt, its neck open low
enough to allow a tantalizing glimpse of the valley between them.
Five foot seven or so in height, she had a robust figure that
slimmed naturally at the waist then curved out to shapely hips and
legs that would not have disgraced many a female theatrical
performer. Being at an age which did not yet feel the allure of
female pulchritude, Chub regarded the girl as no more than a nosey
interloper who ought to be taught the error of her ways.

Hughie reached the same conclusion as
his friend. Shoving John aside, he flung himself at the girl. On
the sidewalk Rintel’s scowl at the girl’s intervention changed to
an indulgent grin, although his son acted in a manner to which most
parents would have strenuously objected. With the Mormon boy sunk
dazed on to his hands and knees, Chub and Hughie between them
should be able to hand the interfering girl her needings. So Rintel
stood back and did no more than comment to his friends that “this”
should be worth watching.

And so it proved, although not in the
way Rintel anticipated.

On a couple of occasions Hughie had
seen hair-yanking brawls between saloon-girls and they did not
leave him with much respect for feminine fighting ability.
Unfortunately the girl he attacked did not follow the general
female trend. Before Hughie could lay hands on her, she
side-stepped him with the ease of a matador avoiding the charge of
an inexperienced bull. As he blundered by, she hit him in the
stomach. Not a dainty tap, nor a wild, girlish swing, but a
full-bodied punch as good as many a man could deliver. Hughie’s
breath burst from his lungs as he jackknifed over, reeled past the
girl and collapsed to his knees, clutching at his
mid-section.

With a bellow of rage, Rintel bounded
from the sidewalk and gave the girl a shove which sent her
staggering.

“No lousy lobby-lizzy’s going to
rough-handle my boy!” he roared and started after the girl with the
view of emphasizing his point.

While still reeling from the push, she
sent her right hand across to grip the whip’s handle. Catching her
balance, she slid free the whip and loosed its lash in a
significantly competent manner. If Rintel believed that he merely
faced a freight-outfit’s camp-follower, dressed in male clothing
for some obscure reason, he rapidly discovered his mistake. As she
came to a halt, the girl measured the distance separating her from
Rintel, took certain other factors quickly into consideration and
acted. Life came into the bull whip’s twenty foot lash and it
curled toward the man like a diamondback rattlesnake hunting a
jackrabbit, wrapping around his right ankle. She could hardly have
timed her move better, for Rintel stood on his right leg, the left
raised in a forward step. So he was in no position to resist the
sudden tug she gave on the whip handle. His right foot also left
the ground and he lit down flat on his back with a satisfactory
thud.

With a yell that sounded three-parts
fear, Chub charged toward the girl. At the same time John thrust
himself to his feet and dived forward to tackle Chub around the
waist and they went down in a wild, fist-flying melee.

Deftly flicking her whip free, the
girl looked contemptuously at Rintel Senior and Junior. Hughie
remained on his knees, clutching his belly and giving a hideous
wail designed to make the onlookers regard him with sympathy.
Spluttering curses, the father sat up. Rage turned his normally red
face a shade of purple and he glared at his cronies.

“Get hold of her!” he
yelled.

Most of the assembled men owed Rintel
favors and he was a man who expected a return of any service, no
matter how small, he rendered. However all but one of them drew the
line at repaying favors when there might be some considerable risk
of injury to their own persons involved. The exception may have
felt himself more deeply in Rintel’s debt than his companions, or
labored under the delusion that luck alone guided the whip’s lash
to such a providential mark. Whatever his motives, he sprang boldly
from the sidewalk and returned to it, if anything, even
faster.

Pivoting smoothly around, the girl
again sent her whip’s lash hissing out. If the first effort had
been no more than luck, the good fortune stayed with her. With the
crack like a revolver shot, the lash ripped the man’s hat from his
head and sent it spinning away, causing his rapid
withdrawal.

“Come on then, you stinking,
pot-bellied, sidewalk cow-dung droppings!” the girl challenged.
“Only it’ll be a damned sight rougher than standing and watching a
kid beat up.”

Male pride and Rintel’s accusing eyes
caused another of the party to attempt to accept the challenge.
Believing her attention to be elsewhere, he placed his hand on the
hitching rail and started to vault over it. The girl’s whip licked
around, propelling the popper at the tip of the lash on to the rail
not more than an inch from his hand. Even more than the sound of
its arrival, the sight of the way it carved a groove into the stout
timber made him change his mind. Already in the process of leaping
over the rail, he tried to halt his progress and committed the
folly of jerking his supporting hand away. With a yell he fell on
to the rail and bounced from there to the sidewalk.

Again and again the whip cracked,
until it became apparent to the watching men that the girl handled
it with all the skill of an experienced freight-wagon driver. Nor
did any of the men regard it as a toy, although it looked somewhat
lighter, if not shorter, than the usual freighter’s implement. So
effective a barrage of explosive cracking swings did she make that
at first none of the men stood a chance of earning Rintel’s
gratitude by carrying out his request.

Snaking forward like a living
extension of the girl’s right arm, the tip of the lash struck the
sidewalk’s plank and a man stamped on it. Rintel saw his chance and
took it. Although he had regained his feet, he too had failed to
break through the deadly defense of the whip. Swiftly he lunged,
caught hold of the trapped lash and tugged at it with the intention
of wrenching it from the girl’s hand. Instead the pull had the
effect of dragging her in his direction. That, Rintel concluded,
would do just as well, allowing him to get his hands on her. Once
he did so, he aimed to teach her the lesson of her life.

As she advanced toward the stocky,
powerful man, the girl let the whip’s handle slip back through her
hand until she gripped its upper end. Rintel watched her, but
attached no importance to her movement as he prepared to release
the lash and grab her. Too late he realized that she had not only
figured out his intentions but was ready to counter them.
Accelerating her advance, she arrived before Rintel saw the danger.
Up and forward whipped her right arm. Caught between the eyes with
the loaded butt of the whip’s handle, Rintel reeled back, banged
his heels against the edge of the sidewalk and sat down hard.
Jumping away, the girl tore her whip free and prepared to use it
again.

Dazed by the blow, Rintel sat for a
moment shaking his head. Then he recovered enough to start
spluttering curses. Never had he been so humiliated, and the fact
that a woman caused his discomfiture made it so much the worse to
bear. All thoughts of her sex disappeared from his mind as he
started to rise and reached for the revolver thrust into his
waistband.

Before the girl could take any action
to defend herself against the new, and more dangerous threat to her
well-being, a shot crashed from the back along the street behind
her. Its bullet tossed up a spurt of dirt just in front of Rintel’s
feet. Taken by surprise, he jerked his hand away from the gun’s
butt, retreated into the edge of the sidewalk and sat down
involuntarily once more. His eyes went to the shooter and he did
not like what he saw.

Smoke rolled lazily up from the muzzle
of a revolver in the left hand of the medium-sized man who walked
along the center of the street toward the loafers. A black
Texas-style Stetson hat sat back on a head of rusty red hair. While
not handsome, his face had a rugged attraction despite the
luxuriant moustache and a solemn expression. His stocky, powerful
frame was clothed in a sober black suit, one of the less formal
religious sects might wear. However a stiff, two-and-a-half inch
wide belt circled his waist, carrying the revolver’s holster at the
left side. Although he handled the gun with a casual competence,
the holster rode a mite higher than the real top hands’ rig and
looked different in other details.

Rintel gave no thought to the holster,
being more concerned with its owner. From the sober tone of his
clothing and general appearance, the newcomer could easily be a
Mormon. If so, that made his actions the more heinous in Rintel’s
eyes.

“All right, folks,” the man said,
bending down to haul John off the now howling and defeated Chub
with his right hand although not relaxing his watch on the loafers.
“Let’s stop all this fooling afore somebody gets hurt real
bad.”

“Who the hell asked you to bill in?”
Rintel snarled. The man spoke with a Texas drawl and in general the
Mormon faith made least impression on the Southern States, but that
did not make Rintel feel any better disposed toward him.

“Don’t let the clothes fool you,
brother,” warned the man. “I’m ‘billing in’ in my official capacity
as U.S. marshal for the Utah Territory, hired by the Government to
keep the peace and dispense legal justice on all sides. Cole’s the
name. Solly Cole to my friends, none of who I see afore me, I’m
right pleased to say.”



Once again Rintel’s hand fled from the
butt of his revolver, after moving there ready to assert his
superiority over the stranger. Behind him, all the other loafers
put aside their thoughts of interceding on his behalf. Standing
loyal and true to a friend against a Mormon or an unimportant
travelling preacher was one thing; facing and threatening a U.S.
marshal on his behalf was a horse of an entirely different color.
Apart from in Texas—where a captain of Rangers held pride of
place—a United States marshal ranked as top man in the law
enforcement of every Western State or Territory, packing a whole
heap of authority in his sphere of operations.

As Solly Cole stated, he had been
brought in by the Governor to keep some semblance of law and order
throughout the Territory. Already the transcontinental railroad had
brought in many people not of the Mormon faith. Some of them wanted
to live peaceably with the Latter Day Saints who had opened up the
area and could claim the rights of prior occupancy. Others did not.
So Solly Cole faced the problem of acting as mediator between
Mormons and Gentiles in addition to his other duties. Newly arrived
to the Territory, he was not known to the loafers. One thing they
could guess without being told: any man hired as U.S. marshal must
be tough as they come and better than fair with a gun.

Only Rintel continued to show any
hostility and he did so in the safest manner for himself. Assuming
the righteously-indignant air of a tax-payer faced by one whose
salary he helped to pay, he glared at Cole and pointed to the girl
who stood coiling her whip with the air of one who knows the
incident to be all but closed.

“If you’re a U.S. marshal, why ain’t
you arresting that Mormon brat and her for assaulting me ’n’ my
kid?” Tintel demanded. “Anybody can see what she is—”

“You want for me to show you my
badge?” Cole inquired sardonically, catching the girl’s arm as she
cut loose with a curse and started for Rintel. “Forgive him,
sister, for he knoweth not what damned fool things he does, or who
you are.”

“Who is she?” asked one of the
loafers.

“Miss Martha Jane Canary, brother,”
intoned Cole with all the solemnity of a newly-appointed bishop
addressing a rich congregation. “Or, to a bunch of ignorant
bastards like you, Calamity Jane.”




Chapter Two – To Err Is Human

 


Hearing the girl’s name explained a
whole heap of things to the watching, listening and impressed
loafers. All now saw why she came to be dressed in that
unconventional manner and showed such dexterity in the use of the
long-lashed bull whip.

Although some of the stories going the
rounds about her were pure fabrication, Miss Martha Jane Canary
could claim to be something of a legend in her own young life-time.
She was not a rich Eastern girl come to the Western plains to
forget a broken romance, or the daughter of a famous plainsman and
his Indian princess wife (despite both stories having appeared
about her in issues of the Police Gazette). The truth, while less
romantic, would have made just as dramatic and entertaining a
tale.

On the way West in search of a new
home, Martha Jane’s father died. Finding herself unable to support
a family of three young children, Charlotte Canary left them in a
St. Louis convent and continued on her way. There was too much of
her mother’s restless spirit in Martha Jane for her to accept the
discipline of the convent. On her sixteenth birthday, she slipped
off and stowed away in one of Dobe Killem’s freight
wagons.

Discovered at the end of the first
day’s journey, the girl might have been returned to St. Louis
immediately but for the indisposition of Killem’s cook. One of the
few things the nuns had managed to instill in Martha Jane had been
a thorough knowledge of cooking. Setting to, she prepared a good
meal for the hungry men of the outfit and earned herself a ride to
the next town. Due to various incidents along the way, Martha Jane
not only endeared herself to Killem’s roughneck drivers but also
came to be regarded as something of a lucky charm. By the time they
reached the town, Martha Jane found herself adopted as one of the
outfit.

During that, and subsequent trips, the
men taught Martha Jane their trade. She learned to care for and
drive a six-horse team, to maintain a wagon, handle firearms with
some skill and to wield a bull whip equally well as a means of
equine inducement or as a weapon.

Travelling the Great Plains
with the freight outfit, her education naturally took in other
basic, but vitally important matters. She knew how to live off the
land and possessed some skill in the healing arts, using remedies
picked up from Indian medicine women and other such practitioners.
Entering saloons with the other drivers brought her into conflict
with the female employees, so she quickly became adept at defending
herself in cat-clawing brawls. Leading a healthier life than the
average saloon girl, in addition to having received instruction in
both fist and roughhouse fighting from the men of the outfit, she
started with an edge over her opponents. So far she had not been
defeated in a fight. 1

A good-hearted, happy-go-lucky girl,
Martha Jane had developed a penchant for becoming involved in any
disturbance going on. Not that she looked for trouble. She never
needed to, it found her like a spawning salmon locating the river
of its birth. So much so that her given name rapidly was forgotten
and she gained the name Calamity Jane.

Returning her whip to its sling on the
waist belt, Calamity walked over to where John stood holding the
rifle and staring at its fractured butt. Apart from a bleeding
nose, the boy looked no worse for his beating. However his suit
bore a coating of street-dust and he appeared to have lost his
back-stud, for the collar stood clear of the shirt.

“How bad did they hurt you?” she
asked.

“N—Not bad, ma’am,” he replied. “Look
at this!”

“Yeah!” Calamity said angrily. “That
lard-gutted yahoo did it deliberate. Say, is there anything
bust-able in your bag?”

Clearly John had been more concerned
with the condition of his rifle than over the remainder of his
belongings. Putting aside the rifle, he collected the bag. Blood
from his nose dribbled into the bag as he drew open its top and
studied the contents, so he shut it again hurriedly.

“It’s all right, ma’am.”

“Come on then. I’ve got something to
fix your nose like new.”

John dabbed an oil-stained
handkerchief on his nose, studied the blood it gathered and glared
at the blubbering Hughie who still knelt in the street.

“Maybe I ought to—”

“And maybe you oughtn’t,” grinned
Calamity. “You come with me, if that’s all right with the
marshal.”

“I’d say ‘yes’ to that, sister,” Cole
replied. “Unless this gent here wants to take action against you
under the legal law.”


“What if I do?” growled Rintel
hopefully.

“Then I’ll do my duty, brother,” Cole
assured him. “Only I’ll take you to the pokey with
them.”

“What for?”

“Assaulting the lady, to wit, shoving
hell out of her on the street as a starter. Making a public
nuisance. Wouldn’t even be surprised if she couldn’t have that
miserable sinner who stomped on her whip throwed in for damage to
her rightful owned property. You still wanting me to do
something?”

“Naw!” admitted Rintel, a sullen note
replacing the hope. “I don’t.”

“Now there’s truly true Christian
generosity, brother,” drawled Cole. “Like the Good Book says, to
err is human, to forgive when things could go wrong if you don’t
shows right good sense.”

While accepting Cole’s version of
Alexander Pope’s wise saying as something from the Bible, Calamity
felt it hardly covered all the affair.

“Forgiving’s fine, marshal,” she said.
“But that Jasper’s son bust the boy here’s rifle.”

“There’s that,” Cole
agreed.

“Hell, it’s only a busted up old
relic—” began Rintel.

“And it’s still the boy’s property,”
Cole reminded him.

Some Mormons resented the coming of
the Gentiles to their
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