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Parkhurst, Charley (1812—1879)

Charlotte Parkhurst was born in New Hampshire in 1812. As an 
adult, Charlotte lived life as a man named Charley. Some think 
that Parkhurst may have found that it was easier to work as a 
man than as a woman. It is also possible that Parkhurst had 
identified as a man.

Not much is known about Parkhurst’s early life. Parkhurst did 
meet a man named Ebenezer Balch while dressed in boy’s 
clothes. Balch owned a stable in Rhode Island. He took 
Parkhurst home and raised him as his son. Parkhurst learned to 
ride a horse and drive a wagon team. A wagon team is a group of horses that pulls a stagecoach.

Parkhurst left New England in 1852. He went to California during the Gold Rush. This was when 
thousands of people went west to find gold and become rich. Parkhurst became one of the best-known 
stagecoach drivers. He easily handled the reins of six horses. He was also known for his skill with a whip. 
It is said that from 20 feet away, Parkhurst could use his whip to slice an envelope open!

Parkhurst drove many stage company routes. He was called “One-Eyed Charley.” This was because he 
had hurt his left eye when kicked by a horse. People described him as having a “stout, compact figure, 
sun browned skin and beardless face with bluish-gray eyes.”

For nearly 30 years, Parkhurst drove a stagecoach. Sometimes people would rob stagecoaches to steal the 
gold and other valuable items onboard. During one robbery, Parkhurst shot and killed a well-known 
thief called “Sugarfoot.”

When he grew tired of driving a stagecoach, Parkhurst opened a stage station. People would stop there 
for a break during their long journeys. After he sold the station, he farmed on a ranch. A few years later, 
on December 29, 1879, Parkhurst died. When a newspaper wrote about his death, it was revealed that 
Parkhurst had been born a woman. Some said that they had always thought he wasn’t like other men.

Reflect:

1. What were some of the skills that Parkhurst was rumored to have?

2. What made driving a stagecoach dangerous work?

3. What is one question you have about Parkhurst’s life? How could you find the answer to that 
question?
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