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William F. Cody - Buffalo Bill - symbolizes to 

the wor•d all the excitement, drama and danger of 

the Wild. West in the late 1800's 

THE YEAR WAS 1876. William F. Cody, 
known around the world as Buffalo Bill, 

charged out onto the stage waving a telegram 
from US Army General Sheridan. "I'm through 
playing at war," he shouted. "I'm going West 
to be a part of it!" 

At first, the audience - prepared for any
thing in Buffalo Bill's production of "Scouts 
of the Prairie" - tho~ght it was 13.ll part of the 
show. Then realizing that the buckskin-clad 
Cody wasn't acting, thunderous cheers and 
applause filled the small Wilmington theatre. 

Within a week, Buffalo Bill had joined Gen
eral Carr in his familiar role as chief scout. On 
June 25, word reached him that General Custer 
and all of his men had been wiped out at the 
Battle of the Little Big Horn. The impetuous 
Custer had ignored all the warnings and had 
ridden into a trap set by Chief Sitting Bull. 

Cody pledged revenge, and immediately 
set out with some troops to find the trail of 
the Cheyennes until he finally caught sight of 
the enemy. The Indians, resplendent in their 
war dress, their gaily painted rawhide shields 
held high and their long war bonnets stream
ing out behind, wer~ unaware of the army 
cavalry hidden nearby. 

A young lieutenant, Charles King, was act
ing as outpost and waited until the Cheyennes 
were less than 100 yards away before giving 
the signal to attack. Buffalo Bill led a small 
band against the Indians' flank as the main 

body of the painted warriors rushed down a 
ravine. Moments later, as Lieutenant King 
charged past the chief scout, Buffalo Bill was 
standing over the body of an Indian he had 
killed, waving the brave's war bonnet and 
shouting, "First scalp for Custer!" 

According to one trooper, Buffalo Bill and 
the Indian had seen each other at the same 
time and fired simultaneously. Cody's shot 
wounded the Cheyenne and killed his pony. 
Buffalo Bill's own horse stumbled and threw 
him. Recovering his rifle, Cody fired again and 
killed the Indian - later identified as Hay-o
wai (Yellow Hand), a young Cheyenne chief. 
Other accounts claim that the duel ended in 
hand-to-hand combat, with Yellow Hand wield
ing a tomahawk and Buffalo Bill a Bowie knife. 

In typical Buffalo Bill fashion, he even
tually incorporated the entire episode as part 
of his stage production to the great delight of 
both American and European audiences. Both 
th~ scalp he won that day and a painting by 
Robert Lindneux depicting Cody holding the 
scalp and war bonnet aloft are at the Buffalo 
Bill Historical Center in Cody, Wyoming. 

William F. Cody was a living legend and a 
symbol of all of the excitement, courage, drama 
and danger that was, in the late 1800's, the 
Wild West. No single .term could describe the 
wide scope of his activities: he was an Indian 
fighter ( and, at the same time, one of the best 
friends the Indians ever had), pony express 11 
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On stage Buffalo Bill replayed his daring life 
as a fearless scout on the early frontier, and 
ultimately . won the hearts and plaudits of 
European royalty, celebrities and New York so
cialites. as well as the cheers of millions who 

12 witnessed his great Wild West Show production. 

rider, army scout, buffalo hunter (with,:mt 
question the world's all-time greatest), writer, 
actor, producer, showman, conservationist, en
trepreneur and promoter, expert marksman, 
benefactor, visionary and a two-fisted drinker. 

Even as a boy, young Bill Cody yearned for 
a life filled with excitement, and for an oppor
tunity to relate his adventures to the world in 
dramatic terms. He joined the Majors and Wad
dell wagon train in Kansas at age 11, and on 
his very first trip gained a reputation as ah 
adept and eager Indian fighter. 

The wagons were near Fort Kearney. Young 
Cody was tired and lagging behind, clinging 
tightly to his old Mississippi Yeager rifle. Sud
denly, he saw an Indian silhouetted against the 
light of the full moon. He raised the rifle and 
fired. The Indian dropped in his tracks. 

"Little Billy's killed an Indian all by him
self!" one of the wagonmasters shouted. When 
a Leavenworth paper published the account, 
Cody obtained the reputation as the youngest 
Indian slayer on the plains. Historians doubt 
that he actually performed the deed, but Cody 
never denied the story, but rather, embellished 
it a little more in each telling. 

Cody was still a youngster when he was 
hired by the notorious Jack Slade as a pony 
express rider, in the days when this was the 
most dangerous occupation in the West. In his 
autobiography, he tells of leaving the Horse 
Creek station and running into 15 Indians in 
a ravine, but escaping by digging in his spurs 
and flying like the wind. On another occasion, 
finding his relay man had been killed, Cody 
leaped on a fresh pony, carried the mail on to 
the next station 85 miles away, and then turned 
around and· rode back to his original starting 
point'. His record of riding 320 miles in 21 hours 
and 40 minutes has never been equalled. 

Influenced by such famous characters as 
Indian scout Kit Carson and mountain man 
Jim Bridger, young Cody not only learned how 
to conquer the West, but also developed a pas
sionate and undying love for the greatness of 
it. He learned to speak the Sioux language and 
adopted their costume which was to become 
his trademark: the fringed buckskin jacket, the 
high boots and long hair. 

In 1868 he joined General Custer as a gov
ernment scout, primarily at the urging of Wild 
Bill Hickok, who was a scout himself at that 
time. Cody was riding a mule and Custer shook 
his head in quiet disapproval. 
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Even before a single resort was built, there was an America worth seeing. 

Before there were dude ranches and 
skyscrapers and Olympic-size swimming 
pools, there were mountains and valleys 
and r ivers and lakes and forests and 
pra1nes. 

Before there was a New Yark, there ,vas 
the Hudson. 

Before the re was a Miami. there was 
the Everglades. · 

Before there was a Denver, there were 
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the Rockies. 
Before there was a San Francisco, ther e 

was Big Sur. 
Even befo r e anything w as built on 

it, ther e was :m America. And it's still 
there. 

Despite all the square r.:iiles of steel 
and concrete. much of the cauarn· looks 
just as it did when the first explorers fast 
set eyes on it. 

This summer, when You fl v some
wher e fo r a vacition. do~ 't ove~look it. 

· Call Hertz, or you~ travel agent. 
By add ing a fe,v dollars onto the 

hundreds you'il be spend ing anyway, you 
can rent a Ford or another goad car. 

vVith one of our cars and one of om 
many tour pamphlets, you can drive out 
to where the Po ints o f Interest don't 
have signs hanging on them. 
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The Summit Sprit:zgs Rescue -.. · by Charles Schreyvogel 

Single Handed - by Charles M. Russell 



first stage show for Cody. The grand opening 
was in Chicago, December 16, 1878. As the 
curtain rose, Buffalo Bill, Texas Jack ( who 
had shared Cody's exploits as a scout) and 
Buntline were seated on stage, dressed in 
fringed buckskins. The audience waited while 
the buffalo hunter remained silent. The intrepid 
hero, Buffalo Bill, had suddenly been overcome 
with stage fright. Finally, Buntline asked him 
about one of his experiences and, ignoring the 
script, . Buffalo Bill started telling the story of 
his life. A Chicago Times reporter wrote of the 
night's strange performance, " It is not probable 
that Chicago will look upon such a sight again. 
Such a combination of incongruous dialogue, 
execrable acting, renowned performers, mixed 
audience, intolerable stench, scalping, blood 
arid thunder, is not like to be vouchsafed to a 
city for a second time - even Chicago." 

When the play reached Niblo's Garden in 
New York, the Herald reported: "The Hon. 
William F. Cody, otherwise known as Buffalo 
Bill, occasionally called by the refined people 
of the eastern cities, nBisoh William," is a good
looking fellow, tall and straight as an arrow, 
but ridiculous as an actor. Texas Jack is not 
quite so good-looking, not so tall, not so straight 
and not so ridiculous. Ned Buntline is simply 
maundering imbecility. The applause savored 
of derision and the derision of applause. Every
thing was so wonderfully bad it was almost 
good. The whole performance was so far aside 
of human experience, so wonderful in its dar
ing feebleness, that no ordinary intellect is 
capable of comprehending it." 

To Cody, a mere stage show was riot an 
ultimate goal - he dreamed of introducing a 
dramatic panorama that would interpret the 
real meaning of the West to the rest of the 
wo:i;-ld. And if there was a turning point, it 
must have been in 1882 when Buffalo Bill Cody 
staged his never-to-be'"forgotten Old Glory 
Blow Out in North Platte. This forerunner to 
rodeo days emerged from Cody's disapproval 
that North Platte didn't have a celebration 
planned for the Fourth of July. Cody was put 
in charge and things began to happen. 

After persuading the townspeople to offer 
prizes ·for shooting, riding, and bronc-busting, 
he put out 5,000 handbills announcing the gala 
event. Using bribery, cajolery and trickery to 
obtain equipment from his friends, the produc
tion took on gigantic dimensions. He hired 

16 Indians, bought the old Deadwood stagecoach 

to re-enact a famous holdup, obtained a half
mile race track and some of the sharpest shoot .. 
ing marksmen in the country. The show was a 
sensational success, and led to a partnership 
with Nate Salsbury, a well-known showman, 
for the first Wild West show to tour the nation. 

At the end of the initial year, the Wild West 
show had a deficit of $60,000, but soon was 
grossing millions annually. In 1901 it was 
reported that the net profits reached $1,000,000 
aplece for Salsbury and Cody. 

Returning from a triumphant European 
tour, Buffalo Bill Cody had, at long last, 
achieved his greatest personal and financial 
achievement. Nobody knew how much money 
passed through his hands. At times it appeared 
as though he were trying to give it away at 
some record pace. It was not uncommon for 
him to go to the box office after a show, draw 
out a fistful of greenbacks and head for town, 
dragging his friends, cronies and spongers 
behind him. From the first drink to the final 
nightcap nobody could pay for anything except 
Colonel William F. Cody . 

• He built a lavish home, Welcome Wigwam, 
in North Platte for his unhappy wife, Louisa. 
He bought a ranch near Cody, adding land until 
the famous TE brand was spread over 400,000 
acres. He erected the fabulous Irma Hotel in 
Cody when the town had less than 1,000 inhab
itants, and invested heavily in all kinds of 
investments and real estate promotions. 

On his second appearance in London, he 
became infatuated with Katherine Clemmons, 
a beautiful actress, and was determined to get 
a divorce so as to marry her. \Vhen he returned 
to North Platte, Louisa served him a supper of 
cold salmon that had been in an opened can. 
He became violently ill and imagined that she 
was deliberately trying to poison him. He con
tinued to finance plays in which Katherine 
Clemmons would star- an estimated $80,000 
in all-but she finally tired of waiting for him 
and married another man. 

Wide and wonderful Wyoming was always 
his favorite retreat, both from his wife in North 
Platte and the pressures of the Wild West show. 
When a friend complained of the high ·winds in 
the Big Horn Basin, Cody replied, "This country 
is so close to paradise you can feel the breezes 
from heaven. That wind comes from the angels' 
wings. When they flap their wings the wind 
comes right down this valley." 

Continued on page 110 




