


“Melanie Gillman’s beautifully crafted

YA graphic adventure reveals the

hitherto little-known historic diversity of the Old West.”

—Emil Ferris, My Favorite Thing Is Monsters





The New Mexico Territory. 1861.

Young Grace, a trans runaway, has headed



west, f leeing her Georgia home—and

conscription into the Confederate Army.

But her coach ride to California makes an

unplanned stop when notorious outlaw the

Ghost Hawk swoops in, shaking down its

passengers and stealing away with Grace.

The Ghost Hawk—Flor, to her friends—

means to hold Grace for ransom. But when

the two get to talking about Flor’s plan to crash a Confederate gala, Grace
convinces

Flor to let her join the heist.

In Stage Dreams, acclaimed creator Melanie Gillman brings together two
unlikely partners for a rollicking queer adventure full of

robbery and romance.
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To our queer and trans ancestors. Far too many of your stories were lost, but
we remember you.
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Stage Dreams, Annotated

Page 9

In 1861, New Mexico Territory was still part of the Union (the United States
of America), at least on paper. New Mexicans were divided about the Civil
War—many people supported the Union, many people supported the
Confederacy, and many people thought New Mexico should have nothing
whatsoever to do with a war happening on the other side of the country. New
Mexico was about to get dragged into the war whether it liked it or not,
though. In July 1861, Confederate troops managed to take over the southern
half of the territory. They renamed it the Confederate Territory of Arizona.
Soon after, Confederate brigadier general Henry Hopkins Sibley began
making plans to advance into the northern half of the territory, with hopes he
could take over Albuquerque, Santa Fe, and the gold mines of Colorado en
route to California.

Page 16

The strongbox here is filled with demand notes—the first paper money to
achieve wide circulation in the United States. The US Treasury first printed
demand notes in August 1861.

Prior to the Civil War, US dollars were all coins minted from precious metals
such as gold and silver; unlike paper money, the coins had inherent value.
Paper money was controversial and unpopular when it first debuted in the
United States, because people didn’t trust that pieces of paper would keep
their value over time! You can imagine how frustrating this would be for an
outlaw in 1861, robbing a stagecoach and hoping to find it full of gold, only
to end up with a chest full of nothing but paper.
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Page 22

Despite how frequently they’re erased from history books, we can still find a
handful of records of transgender people living in early American history!
The total number of surviving pre-twentieth century records is relatively
small, but that doesn’t mean there weren’t many trans people at the time.
More likely, few records exist because trans people were forced to live
stealthily throughout most of US history. Surviving accounts of historical
trans people were usually only written if the person in question was publicly
outed—often by law enforcement, medical professionals, or coroners after
the person’s death.

Mary Jones was a Black trans sex worker who was put on trial in New York
in 1836

after she pickpocketed a few of her clients; her trial became a public scandal
in part because she was trans. Mrs. Nash, a trans cook and laundress, worked
for Lieutenant Colonel George Armstrong Custer’s 7th Cavalry just a few
years before the Battle of Little Bighorn.



She also married three different men in the course of her lifetime. Her trans
identity wasn’t discovered until after her death.

Hundreds of AFAB (assigned female at birth) people dressed as men to
enlist in the army on both sides of the Civil War. While not all of them were
trans, there are a few accounts of veterans who continued to live as men for
the rest of their lives, including Albert Cashier, a member of the 95th Illinois
Infantry Regiment. Other examples of trans men in the American West
include Mountain Charley (a one-eyed stagecoach driver and famed crack
shot with a pistol) and Harry Allen (an outlaw and a rare example of an out
trans man in the nineteeth century).

Many Indigenous nations in the West also included two-spirit people, such
as We’wha, a famous mediator and member of the Zuni tribe. We’wha lived
in New Mexico in the latter half of the nineteeth century. Most likely, there
are thousands of other historical trans Americans whose names we will
never know, either because their records were lost or erased or because they
managed to keep their trans identity a secret throughout their life.

Albert Cashier, a trans man who

served in the 95th Il inois Infantry

Regiment during the US Civil War.
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Page 24



Grace says she wants to avoid “conscription,” but the Confederate army
didn’t officially institute a draft until April 1862. In my mind, Grace is using
the word that best describes the sense of entrapment she feels. In the South,
community expectations, family obligations, and financial destitution would
all be strong forces pushing her to enlist, draft or no draft.

Running away was her best option to avoid military service.

Page 25

“Rich man’s war, poor man’s fight” was a common complaint of low-income
people on both sides of the Civil War. In the South, many poor white people
viewed the war as something they would be forced to die for but which
would only benefit the interests of the land- and slave-owning rich.
However, this anti-war stance does not excuse poor white Southerners from
racism—even if they were against the war, the vast majority of them were
still pro-slavery. I included this detail in the book in part because numerous
contemporary writers and historians, in their attempts to romanticize the
Confederacy, often gloss it over. Promoting a historical image of Southerners
as uniformly eager to fight and die in the war makes it easier to, for instance,
defend Confederate monuments or pretend the Confederate flag represents
nothing except “Southern heritage.”

Page 29

Flor is alluding to a cross-country railroad line here! In 1861, the Union
navy was blockading all Confederate ports in the Atlantic—which posed a
huge problem for the South, the economy of which relied on trade with
Europe. The Confederacy desperately needed gold and ports, so taking over
the West and building a transcontinental rail line to the California coast
would have given it a huge advantage in the war.

Page 30

Even though it hadn’t happened yet, the Union army knew the Confederate
army was planning to invade the northern half of New Mexico Territory.
Given the relative ease with which Confederate troops overtook Arizona
Territory in the summer of 1861, Union outposts in New Mexico were likely



more than a little worried about the coming invasion. Flor is right here—this
means the Union side would eagerly welcome stolen plans and documents
from the Confederate army.
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Page 31



Grace and Flor’s plan here is far from outlandish—lots of women served as
spies, on both sides of the Civil War! Women spies may even have had some
advantages over men. Because of sexist stereotypes, men were more likely
to view women as naive, innocent, or stupid—

and therefore completely incapable of spying. Elizabeth Van Lew, a wealthy
Virginia socialite, smuggled military secrets to the Union side (often hidden
inside hollowed-out eggs) for the entire length of the war. Mary Bowser, a
free Black woman, voluntarily posed as a servant in Jefferson Davis’s
Confederate White House so she could pass invaluable state secrets along to
Union general Ulysses S. Grant. Pinkerton detectives including Kate Warne
and Hattie Lawton helped foil an assassination attempt against Abraham
Lincoln in 1861. Other famous Civil War women spies include Harriet
Tubman, Rose O’Neal Greenhow, Pauline Cushman, Sarah Emma Edmonds,
and many more.

Page 42

Although the population of Black people in New Mexico has never been
large relative to other states, records show Black people living in this area at
least as far back as the seventeenth century, during Spanish colonization. In
1860, the US census shows only a few dozen Black New Mexicans—but
those numbers may be misleading. Many New Mexicans likely had a
mixture of African, Latinx, Indigenous, or European ancestry by the time of
the Civil War; and mixed-race people who could present and register as a
non-Black person may have found advantages in doing so.

Page 43

High fashion of the nineteenth century tended to originate in Europe. Trends
sometimes took as long as a year to make their way across the Atlantic to the
United States—and then even longer to reach the landlocked western
territories. Wealthy families on the Atlantic coast would’ve been the first to
wear new English and French fashions. By hearing this insider report from
Georgia via Grace, Luis can update his shop’s selections and potentially
edge out his competitors for a few months.

Page 45



Fun fact: Coat hangers weren’t invented until 1869, so I had to come up with
a different solution for how Luis would display sample dresses for his
customers. Unless a tailor could afford tons of mannequins, wall pegs were
probably the way to go.
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Page 50



The bird-shaped object on the table is a sewing bird! This metal clamp could
be attached to the side of a table, sometimes with a pin cushion on top of it.
The bird’s beak could open and then “bite” down on a piece of cloth, holding
the cloth in place while a person worked on it.

Page 60

The building where the Confederate cotillion takes place is based on the
Santa Fe Governor’s Mansion, which wasn’t built until 1870. I couldn’t find
any other historic buildings in the area in 1861 that had quite the look I was
going for, so I ended up using it anyway! Mea culpa.

Page 66

A bunch of Confederates throwing a big party in the middle of what is
technically Union territory is definitely bold but not totally out of the
question. Plenty of Confederates and Confederate sympathizers populated
New Mexico Territory, so a bunch of rich people having a party “just for
friends” (and quietly discussing business in a locked back room) was—while
risky—not impossible.

Page 76

The Confederates were really banking on Californian gold to help sustain
them through the war, which is one of the reasons they were so eager to take
over the western territories and start building rail lines. This, luckily, never
quite panned out for them.

Page 97

The structure in the background is Fort Union, one of the main Union army
strongholds along the Santa Fe Trail. This fort had to be rebuilt several times
during the nineteenth century. The version Flor and Grace would have seen
in 1861 was a short-lived earthworks structure—a giant mud fort! This fort
helped defeat the Confederate invasion of New Mexico in 1862 but was in
such a state of disrepair afterward that Union forces soon abandoned it. After
the Union victory, a new fort was built in the same area, out of sturdier
materials such as brick, stone, and lumber. It lasted until 1891. You can still
visit the ruins of that final Fort Union today.
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