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 “I was considered the most reckless and daring rider and one of the best shots in 
the western country.  And I was at all times with the men where there was excitement and 
adventures to be had.”  
        Calamity Jane 
  
 Who was this woman everyone called Calamity Jane?  How did she get her name?  
Was there really a romance between Calamity Jane and Wild Bill Hickok?   
 Calamity Jane was born Martha Jane Canary around 1850 in Princeton, Missouri.  
Her family moved to Virginia City, Montana, in 1864, where the lure of adventure and 
independence drew her to Utah, Colorado, Kansas, Wyoming, and Dakota Territory. 
 She was described as both ugly and beautiful, as a red-head and, at times, a 
brunette.  She was a chameleon, behaving masculine or feminine at will, but preferred 
men’s attire, liquor, smelly cigars, tobacco and the company of men.   
 There are many conflicting accounts about the life of Calamity Jane, but one thing 
is clear.  She was a dare-devil, bullwhacker, scout, muleskinner, teamster, prostitute, a 
drunk, laundress, cook, sharp-shooter, prospector, a resourceful liar, mother, wife, and 
nurse.  As an American legend, she was often linked to Wild Bill Hickok and notorious 
Deadwood, South Dakota.  Her name personifies the American spirit, the gutsy heroine 
who stands by her man and the can do mentality which built this nation. 
 How did Calamity Jane get her name?  In one particular version, she raced to the 
rescue of Captain Eagan during an Indian ambush and courageously pulled him onto her 
horse before racing back to the safety of a fort nearby.  Supposedly, Captain Eagan said, 
“I name you Calamity Jane, the Heroine of the Plains.”   
 Another version quoted from the book, Low Down on Calamity Jane, written by 
an infamous brothel owner from the Black Hills named Dora DuFran, claims that “if 
anyone was sick in camp, it was ‘send for Jane!’  Where calamity was, there was Jane; 
and so she was christened Calamity Jane.” 
 The most unflattering tale of all comes from Watson Parker, Dean of Black Hills 
Historians, who claims men who’d been intimate with Calamity Jane were usually 
infected with venereal “calamity.” 
 Perhaps the most believable explanation was that she used to warn people that ‘to 
offend her was to court calamity’.  And yet, it is Wild Bill Hickok’s own words that seem 
to tell all.  “You’re the Jane that’s always on hand when somebody’s sick or wounded.  I 
figure you’re always there for a calamity.  I’m going to call you Calamity Jane!” 
 Calamity was unlike any woman society had ever known.  She wore buckskins, a 
campaign hat to camouflage her hair, and packed plenty of iron.  She was a sure fire shot.  
She could out cuss any man, chew tobacco, ride horseback, and even danced with the 
soiled doves in the hurdy-gurdy houses scattered across the plains, causing many to 
speculate that she was bi-sexual.   
 Because of Calamity’s propensity for shooting lights out in saloons, spitting 
tobacco juice on dance hall girls, and being a howling drunk, a common saying across the 



frontier whenever a show off in pants was shooting up a saloon, wielding expertise with a 
whip, or winning a turkey shoot match was, “That’s no man—that’s Calamity Jane!” 
 Calamity Jane’s name was known all over the plains for reasons both good and 
bad.  She was linked to the Jenney-Newton scientific expedition in 1875, which sought to 
authenticate Custer’s discovery of gold in the Black Hills.  She was the third non-Indian 
woman to enter the Black Hills and rode with General George Crook in 1875.  But she 
also embellished her exploits and was arrested frequently for brawling and disorderly 
conduct. 
 Her prowess as a scout was well documented and knowing how to live as a man 
or woman helped her endure frontier life.  Surviving childhood small pox enabled her to 
serve others during a small pox outbreak in 1878 as a chambermaid, water boy, 
undertaker, cook, doctor, sexton, and preacher, earning her the honor of being called, 
“The West’s Joan of Arc,” “The Black Hills’ Florence Nightingale,” and “Lady Robin 
Hood,” for the way she held up a local store in order to get groceries for a sick family. 
 Through all the rumors and lies, most told by Calamity Jane herself, there was 
only one man she pined for, James Butler Hickok.  During the summer of 1870, Calamity 
supposedly chased after Wild Bill and spread gossip about a romance between them, even 
though Wild Bill had recently married and was busy as a Kansas marshal, writing love 
letters to his new wife, prospecting, and gambling away his time.  Calamity is said to 
have warned Wild Bill, about that time, of an assassination plot against him in Hays City, 
Kansas.  Because of Calamity’s tip, Wild Bill was able to quickly dispose of his would-
be assassins, and contrary to what Hickok historians believe, according to Calamity, she 
and Wild Bill made passionate love afterwards.    
 Calamity once wrote that she and Wild Bill were secretly married on the prairie 
by two ministers on September 1st.  After she gave birth to a daughter named ‘Janey’, 
three years later, she and Wild Bill went their separate ways, and Janey was sent to live 
with a wealthy friend.  Even though the marriage and birth were not documented, these 
two things are true.  When Wild Bill was shot in the back of the head at a Deadwood 
saloon, Calamity portrayed herself as his grief-stricken lover.  And in 1941, a 68 year old 
woman named Janey came forward claiming to be Calamity’s daughter. 
 In 1880, Calamity Jane left Deadwood and moved to El Paso, Texas, returning to 
Deadwood about fifteen years later with a young daughter and her husband, Clinton 
Burke, a hack driver.  In truth, the little girl was her step-daughter and none of Calamity’s 
‘marriages’ could be proven, but expressing gratitude for all the work Calamity had done 
during the small pox epidemic, the town of Deadwood believed her claim and collected 
enough money to help send her daughter to an eastern school. 
 When Calamity Jane died of alcoholism and pneumonia in 1903, she was 53 years 
old.  As she took her last dying breath, Calamity asked to be buried next to Wild Bill, 
“the only man she ever loved.”  Deadwood gave her the biggest funeral ever seen to 
honor her request.  To help Calamity look natural, six-shooters were placed in her hands 
but because mourners cut off locks of her hair as souvenirs, a wire cage had to be built 
over her head to shield her corpse and the undertaker removed the guns.  
 We will never know with certainty if Calamity Jane and Wild Bill Hickok were 
lovers but western lore alleges they knew a love lasting far beyond the grave.  We can 
visit Mount Moriah Cemetery, in Deadwood, South Dakota, where they are entombed 
side by side, forever bound together in death as lovers and/or friends. 


