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TELEVISION PRODUCER ROY HUGGINS LOVED HISTORY AND CREATED Old West characters just a tad left of normal. One of his television pilots—This Is the West That Was—tells the story of Wild Bill Hickok, Buffalo Bill Cody, and Calamity Jane in Deadwood. In Huggins’s version, Hickok is a peaceable man who never fired his gun. Calamity Jane, however, brags about his gunfighter’s reputation until J. W. McCanles and the Wellman brothers come to town seeking vengeance. Rumors say Hickok killed their kin at Rock Creek station; instead, according to Huggins, Hickok was out cold with a head wound during the shootout. Hoping to one day dance with the Queen of England, Cody attempts to appropriate Hickok’s inflated reputation by challenging him to a gunfight “out by the snake dump.”


The satirical drama aroused my curiosity about the real Hickok and Cody. It seems ironic now that I first encountered the two men in a dramatic setting. I found Joseph G. Rosa to be Hickok’s most reliable biographer and wrote to tell him so, setting off some of the many ripples God caused when he dropped Wild Bill into the pond.1 Since I live in an eastern state Cody frequented with his theatrical troupe, Rosa wondered if I’d be interested in researching the six months Hickok toured with Cody.


I agreed. Having a few dates and cities, it became a matter of going backward and forward in time, guessing where the troupe played next and hoping the library in those cities would have old newspapers to confirm my suspicions. Many kudos to the Erie County Library’s Interlibrary Loan Department and to librarians across the country, especially the Western Genealogy staff at Denver Public Library; Rosemary Cullen, Brown University; Joy Marlow Bevan, Columbus, OH; Lois Archuleta, Salt Lake City, UT; Tonya Boltz, Keokuk, IA; Kay Runge, Davenport, IA; Kay Weiss, Burlington, IA; Kathryn Pong, Fall River, MA; Jean Putch, Ilion, NY; and Amy Benckart. Soon news of Cody’s whereabouts began pouring into my mailbox.


After True West published my article on the findings, Joe Rosa challenged me to unearth where Cody was every day during his theatrical career and continued to offer encouragement and guidance. With fourteen years more to cover, it seemed a daunting task, but discovery of the New York Clipper and New York Dramatic Mirror facilitated the research. The contemporary weekly theatrical newspapers published not only articles on actors and theatre goings-on but also listings of where various traveling companies were playing. A typical mention for Cody’s troupe for a week in February 1878 might look like this: “BUFFALO BILL COMBINATION: Fort Wayne 16; Kokomo 17–18; Indianapolis 19–20; Terre Haute 22.”


About this time I became acquainted with Paul Fees, who was curator of the Buffalo Bill Museum in Cody, Wyoming. As a result of his auspices, Garlow Fund trustees approved a grant for me to continue the research at the Buffalo Bill Historical Center’s McCracken Library. To the trustees and library staff, especially Frances Clymer, I owe much appreciation for all their help and suggestions.


Back home, the postman continued to bring news of Cody from across the country. Critics had attended the performances, and reporters were eager to learn more about the popular new star, so with many of the ads came reviews of the production and personal interviews. Editors were keen to report his remarks about dealing with the Indian “problem,” his political views, and personal details of his life. What I had supposed would be merely a list of Cody dates/cities was turning into a book, so I perused additional sources about theatre, melodrama, and border life. Steve Friesen, director of the Buffalo Bill Museum and Grave in Golden, Colorado, Timothy W. Fattig, Julie and Dennis Greene, Peter Alexis, Darlis Miller, and Joy Kasson graciously supplied information and photographs.


Why did some critics rave about the mediocre melodrama while others denigrated it? How was Cody’s histrionic career influenced by changes in theatre itself in the latter half of the nineteenth century? When did Cody begin to envision himself as more than a mere actor in a frontier melodrama? What prompted him to initiate all the novelties? Over the course of several months, Paul Fees generously gave his time and expertise to help clarify and explain Cody’s motivations. I owe him a tremendous debt of thanks. I am also grateful to Paul Hedren and Will Bagley for personally helping me describe events of 1857 and 1877.


At one point in the revisions, a letter Cody’s biographer Don Russell had written came to light in which he responded to a man curious about Cody’s troupe’s itinerary. Russell thought plotting it “would probably take infinite time and patience.” Friends and family certainly wouldn’t credit me with either. That’s why I relied on Lynn Houze, Ann Marie Donoghue, Clarence P. (Lefty) Blasco, Doreen Chaky, JoAnne Bagwell, John Marsh, Holly Labisky, Ellen Marler and many others to bring this project to fruition. Special thanks to my daughter Jennifer for her first edits and to my son Jeremy for keeping my computer up and running. Finally, to my husband Bill, many thanks for your willingness to share me, just for a while, with Mr. Cody.





Introduction
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It may be said that if Buffalo Bill had never existed it would have been necessary to invent him.


—Unknown Frenchman, quoted in brochure on display at the Buffalo Bill Museum and Grave, Golden, Colorado


IN AN EARLY SCENE IN THIS IS THE WEST THAT WAS, BUFFALO BILL CODY and Wild Bill Hickok clamber onto a wagon driven by Calamity Jane. Cody has been out for months killing buffalo to supply the army with meat, but Hickok expresses surprise when Cody describes what he was doing as hunting buffalo. In reality, given the enormous herds roaming the plains, a man could stand in one spot and shoot them from dawn until dusk. Some called this sport, others butchery. As the wagon lumbers into town, Cody bristles at the insinuation he is a buffalo butcher. “Hey! Listen, friend, it takes a heap o’ skill and craw to pick off them brutes.”1


Cody did indeed possess “skill and craw.” Into his seventy-one years on life’s stage, William Frederick “Buffalo Bill” Cody crowded several lifetimes’ worth of careers and adventures. Besides a buffalo hunter, he was a U.S. Army scout, Indian fighter, rancher, businessman, and world-renowned entertainer. A gentleman whose word was his bond, he used his wealth to help out friends, taking care of his sisters’ families as well as his own and letting orphans into his shows for free. “He was totally unable to resist any claim for assistance . . . or refuse any mortal in distress. His philosophy was that of the plains, . . . more nearly Christian . . . than we are used to finding in the sharp business world.”2 In his later years, he became a conservationist, speaking out against the senseless slaughter of buffalo, as well as an advocate for American Indians and a supporter of women’s suffrage.


His early plains years can be conjectured; they weren’t much different from any other youngster’s. Cody recalled he was “quite as bad, though no worse, than the ordinary every-day boy who goes barefoot, wears a brimless hat, one suspender and a mischievous smile.”3 Before he became a public figure and what one theatre manager called “the best drawing card on the American stage,” he had already acquired a reputation as an exceptional frontiersman and hunter.4 His years spent scouting for the army resulted in familiarity with officers whose accounts of Indian campaigns fill history books. Recognizing his charisma and gregarious nature, Lieutenant General Philip Sheridan asked Cody to lead Russia’s Grand Duke Alexis on a lavish hunting expedition in January 1872. Under Cody’s direction, the duke enjoyed a demonstration of how Indians hunt buffalo, a hellish ride in an open carriage, and a personal shooting lesson from Cody himself, leading his biographer to conclude that the occasion was, essentially, Cody’s first Wild West show.5 The widely publicized event brought him a degree of national fame.


Completion of the transcontinental railroad opened the West to immigrants, travelers, and sportsmen. After one hunt led by Cody, a “nobby and high-toned outfit” of eastern dignitaries including several generals and newspaper editors returned home raving about the skill and engaging personality of their guide.6 All concurred Cody was a “mild, agreeable, well-mannered man, quiet and retiring in his disposition, though well informed and always ready to talk well and earnestly upon any subject of interest, and in all respects, the reverse of the person we had expected to meet.”7 Already demonstrating instincts for theatrics, Cody was eager and willing to be the center of attention. He impressed the men with his flair for costume, his forte for spreading tall tales, and his ability to organize and lead such a large contingent.


From 1883 when he started his Wild West show until his death in 1917, Cody personified the showman extraordinaire. People worldwide acclaimed his name as a star performer. He was known not only to common people from New York to San Francisco, who may have scrimped on groceries to afford seats in his arena, but also to European royalty who could command a personal performance.


But what of the period between his early plains years and the start of his Wild West show? From 1872 until 1886 Cody led a troupe of traveling actors, familiarly known as a “combination,” around the country playing in frontier melodramas. The plays were mediocre at best, often causing theatre critics to shake their heads in wonder at the unreserved enthusiasm Cody incited in audiences.


Little has been known about these rather obscure years of Cody’s life; however, they are important for fixing the course of his Wild West show career. He matured as an actor and impresario over the course of the Buffalo Bill Combination years, until he was finally ready to headline the nineteenth century’s greatest outdoor program.


Don Russell neglected to give itineraries when he devoted thirty-five out of nearly five hundred pages of his Cody biography to the combination years. Most biographers gloss over them with quotations from the Chicago reviews of his debut and references to newsworthy forays he undertook before his exodus from the stage into the outdoor arena and the first performance of his Wild West show. This is understandable. Reviews of performances generally took the form of short news items on newspapers’ theatre pages and are easily overlooked. Craig F. Nieuwenhuyse’s dissertation, “Six-Guns on the Stage: Buffalo Bill Cody’s First Celebration of the Conquest of the American Frontier,” contains the most critical analysis of Cody’s first season. His work, William S. E. Coleman’s “Buffalo Bill on Stage,” and James Monaghan’s “The Stage Career of Buffalo Bill” contribute much to the initial years of Cody’s theatrical career, but the information dwindles with each succeeding year.8 Unlike his well-documented Wild West, few tour books, letters, or hotel registers survive to authenticate exactly where his dramatic troupe toured. Almost none of the plays is entirely extant, but programs revealing scene titles and character names hint at plots.9 Reviewers, too, challenged to convey the wonder (or disaster) of it all, offer glimpses of story lines and suggestions of supporting casts, scenery, and special effects.


Only through newspaper media is a chronicle of Cody’s adventures, mishaps, glories, and roastings available today. One must depend on contemporary drama critics who attended the plays and then spared no enthusiasm or scorn in their reviews. “Fine stage appearance,” “admirable representation of border life,” “good company, well drawn out”—these were phrases they used in attempting to explain the overwhelming adulation for Cody and his troupe of scouts and Indians.


Though he traveled with other, occasionally professional, actors, only two years into his thespian career, Cody could carry the program himself. Emphasizing his dual careers as scout and actor, his very persona merged reality with theatre. Richard Slotkin wrote, “Under the aspect of mythology and historical distance, the acts and motives of [mythic heroes] have an air of simplicity and purity that makes them seem finely heroic expressions of an admirable quality of the human spirit.”10 After only a short time, the heroic Cody rarely did anything outside the theatre without an eye toward how it would play onstage. No matter how poor the melodrama, at least one reporter understood Cody’s pure and simple effect: “He has captured the popular heart, knows how to keep it, and if that is not an actor’s ‘business’ we know not what that business is.”11


“I’m no d— —d scout now; I’m a first-class star,” Cody boasted to a reporter after only one season onstage. From the outset, it was obvious to anyone who was watching that Cody was a star and someone to be reckoned with.


Among those watching were some of his “pards” from the prairie. His first costar, Texas Jack Omohundro, found a wife and success with Cody’s troupe. Wild Bill Hickok, swayed by the prospect of easy money but easily bored, amused himself onstage by harassing the actors in the Indian roles, much to their dismay. Jack Crawford and a mysterious scout named Kit Carson Jr. acted in Cody’s troupe, but both left, arrogantly believing they could profit more on their own. During his stay at Fort Abraham Lincoln in Dakota Territory, George A. Custer proudly played the “Buffalo Bill” character in an amateur theatrical production of Buffalo Bill and His Bride.12


At one point during his dramatic career, Cody sat in the City Hotel office in Providence, Rhode Island, and confessed to a reporter, “I’m no actor. . . . I don’t pretend to be anything of an actor, but you see the people seem to like it.” During the winter, Cody admitted, he had “nothing else to do” and, during the summer, “I kin [sic] make more money this way than I can taking parties out on the plains or in hunting.” He said he would settle down when he had got his “pile about where I want it.”13


Each year his “pile” grew, and his success with border dramas led increasingly to displays and exhibits that would culminate in his Wild West show. Not content to rest on his laurels, he used his celebrity and wealth to invest in and develop the West he celebrated all his life, founding, for example, Cody, Wyoming, to lure tourists and sportsmen on their way to Yellowstone National Park. Throughout the nineteenth century, dime novels and stage plays popularized real-life heroes like Cody who blurred the line between fact and fiction and universalized the Western genre. But after forty-five years in show business, a new entertainment craze usurped his beloved Wild West show and claimed America’s entertainment dollars. Traditions of the West he depicted continued to be invoked in early films.


But before the movies and the Wild West show, there was the Buffalo Bill Combination. These pages chronicle his trail as he crisscrossed the country entertaining millions with his version of border life. They relay the excitement generated by a man who became larger than life and much more than Hickok’s derided “buffalo butcher.”
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Setting the Stage
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If exaggerated melodrama be the style, then Buffalo Bill is a success.


—Daily Lexington Press, September 30, 1873


IN 1893, FREDERICK JACKSON TURNER DELIVERED HIS NOW-FAMOUS paper, “The Significance of the Frontier in American History,” at the American Historical Association in Chicago. He defined the frontier as “the meeting point between savagery and civilization.” Imagine a scene in which, ironically, twenty years previously, Buffalo Bill’s publicist John M. Burke pondered a snappy newspaper slogan to advertise Cody and his theatrical troupe. Until then, yellowback literature simply referred to him as “a frontiersman” or “a scout of the plains,” but those descriptions just didn’t do him justice. Burke stared off into space contemplating succinct phrasing to encapsulate Cody’s character. Inspiration dawned, and Burke wrote, “ORIGINAL–LIVING HERO–LINK BETWEEN SAVAGERY AND CIVILIZATION.”1


William Frederick Cody himself could hardly have conceived a more flattering or perceptive self-portrait. From 1872 to 1886, his dramatic persona bridged the Old West—the plains where buffalo roamed and soldiers and settlers fought Indians over land—and the newly civilized West through his retelling and dramatizing of the sometimes glorious, often bloody, and occasionally heroic Wild West story. He first strode onto the nation’s stages at a most opportune time in America’s theatrical history. Drama was then, as now, a vital form of entertainment and diversion from daily life. Almost overnight, his combination of traveling actors and frontier plays reached a pinnacle of popularity that other, often more professional, companies envied.


Cody’s name conjures up the image a confident showman, star of the Wild West show, and not that of an inept amateur who often forgot his lines, because the apprenticeship he served as a traveling actor prepared him to undertake his outdoor show. He learned to handle complicated train schedules, fellow actors, and scenery and costume transportation; the management of these assumed greater proportions as the years progressed. Four actors were prominent members of his combination at his debut in December 1872. Fourteen years later, Cody was responsible for over twenty actors, including professional supporting theatre companies, and even a live animal or two. This was, however, mere training for the hundreds of persons and stock he would manage in his Wild West show. At the end of the first dramatic season, Cody counted only $6,000 in profit. Twenty years later, Wild West show revenue peaked near $1 million.


In typical Cody fashion, he couldn’t have picked a better time for coming to the realization that his ever-enlarging dramatic program necessitated taking his show out of the theatre and into the arena. It seemed he possessed a knack for being in the right place at the right time. In the bleeding Kansas days, he dropped out of a jayhawking gang just before the Union army hunted down and killed its leader. When the railroad was building through Kansas, he was on hand to supply the workers with meat, earning his alliterative nickname. When the theatrical “star system” was born, Cody entered show business.


The first time Cody ever appeared onstage, J. B. Studley was starring in Buffalo Bill, King of the Border Men. The audience learned the real Buffalo Bill was in the theatre and insisted on his stepping up to say a few words. Studley scarcely recovered from being upstaged, even though Cody, frightened by the sea of eager faces, did little but stammer. By late 1872 when Cody finally allowed dime novelist Ned Buntline to talk him into trying acting as a profession, his entry into the dramatic venue coincided fortuitously with the emergence of “combinations.”


A combination was a theatrical association of roving troupers who supported a star for the run of a single play. They traveled from city to city on the ever-expanding railroad system, often performing nightly. The advent of the star system spurred individuals to organize a group of actors and rent theatres on the circuit for a night or two. Depending on his talent, popularity, and chemistry with his supporting cast, the touring company could make or break the star’s career. Though a season was usually devoted to one play, sometimes the company alternated between two to ensure the greatest attraction to potential audiences—hence the name “combination.”


The actor first credited with the concept of road shows was Dion Boucicault. His idea, unique to the era, was not entirely new. From colonial days, professionals had taken their plays from town to town. With incredible rapidity, the new combinations undermined the old stock company system under which actors were organized on a permanent resident basis, headed by a theatre manager responsible for selecting entertainment that would gratify local audiences. On alternate days, they presented repertoire theatre—stock plays, farces, pantomimes, and musicals. The actors attached to any particular theatre were accomplished in playing standard dramatic roles, such as protagonist, leading lady, comedian, and villain. Management paid them according to the shares, or stock, they held in the company.2


By the 1870s, fewer theatres employed resident companies, and by decade’s end, the New York Times could observe that


[a]t no time in the dramatic history of New York have so many of the theatres been occupied with what are called combination companies. . . . Not one of these theatres has any company of its own. The proprietors or managers are simply lessees, who make the best terms they can with the traveling troupe, at whose head is usually a star of some magnitude, for a given period, and when one troupe has gone another succeeds. This may seem to add to the variety of the entertainment, inasmuch as a new company as well as a new star is seen during each engagement.3


The Times article noted, on the other hand, however, that traveling companies “are prone to meet disaster, soon or late.” How, critics wondered, could a roving troupe be as excellent as a trained, stable company? “The theater is sustained and elevated by permanent, unchanging companies. . . . The star system always has been and always will be injurious to the highest interests of the drama, sacrificing art to the immediate pecuniary gain; and going on the road brings histrionism down to the level of wandering shows.”


Any program, after an initial run at a home theatre, could tour on the road. Although critics believed combinations did nothing to further dramatic art, advantages were, nevertheless, numerous: the cast was busy for the entire season; production costs were less if only one or two plays were performed; and the quality of the acting was superior because the actors were not locals of questionable talent. One-, two-, or three-night runs ensured maximum profits, and limitless audiences enjoyed a potpourri of entertainments—musicals, high drama, soloists, comedies, and border dramas—brought to their hometown.


Managers soon discovered the death of the stock system left them with empty houses, translating into financial losses until and unless they offered their theatres to combinations. This they did until, in most big cities, not a single stock theatre was left. New York, Philadelphia, and Boston, who once prided themselves on their professional dramatic companies, surrendered to the popularity of combinations. In 1886, almost three hundred combinations were touring; by 1900, that number had nearly doubled.4


Traveling troupers faced a grueling existence. Train schedules and curtain times outlined the days. Sleeping in cheap boardinghouses or strange hotel rooms, eating on the run, and waiting for trains or coaches became the daily routine. Oftentimes troupers played in six towns in as many nights. Because actors were not paid for missed performances, the show went on even if they were sick or weary. Hauling their own props and costumes required organization and cooperation. Train travel was dirty. Smoke and soot drifted in through open windows, demanding special attention to clothes and personal hygiene. Upon arrival, actors often found dressing rooms not much cleaner.5


At times troupers faced social prejudice, provisional pay, incompetent musicians, poor management, and drunken companions. “Sweatshop life,” one actress called it, “the most sweatshop kind of work I ever heard of and the most exhausting for the brain and body.” Actor Edwin Forrest complained about the “hateful, vagabond life.”6 Few visual reminders of all their hard work remain. Rare posed photographs of individuals or groups survive, but insipid theatrical lighting and early wet-plate cameras made it nearly impossible to shoot photographs during a performance.7 Instead, for publicity purposes, stars were often photographed in studios surrounded by props.


Cody’s combination allowed him to do onstage what he did best, exemplifying life on the western plains. Similar to Shakespearean dramas wherein heroes and scoundrels communicate directly with the audience, leaving no doubt about their motivations or intentions, Cody’s especially winning quality, guaranteed to endear audiences, was his ability to step out of the role he was portraying and simply be himself. In St. Louis, during his second week of performing, he spotted his wife Louisa in the audience. Moving to the edge of the stage, he called out to her, “Oh, Mamma, I’m a bad actor!” Several years later, during a target shooting exhibition, he proudly confided to the audience that “[t]his Freund Bros.’ improved Sharps is a perfect terror, isn’t it?” as he pointed to his shots in the bull’s-eye.8


Some of Cody’s plays were dreadful, the acting worse, but his charisma and passion for authenticity delighted audiences. Already a hero in dime novels, having shot farther, saved more maidens, and killed more Indians than any other frontiersman, Cody’s real presence on the stage actualized those feats. The fact that Cody was a brave Indian fighter, scout, and estimable man and that he could project that personality to the audience solidified his heroic status. Buffalo Bill of the dime novels and stage gelled with Buffalo Bill of the real West. Cody himself did little to dispel the fantasy that he had indeed committed all the gloriously heroic acts authors attributed to him. Dime novels jibed more or less with newspaper accounts of his true adventures. He spent the theatre’s off-season actually doing the brave deeds, the shooting, and the scouting he was famous for, then returned to portray them onstage. After he overcame first-night jitters, whenever Cody strode out from the wings, he exuded self-confidence and authenticity.


The rough frontier melodramas he played early in his career were fine for a tyro. The sensational plays followed a common pattern of expressing exaggerated sentiments and yielding to happy endings. One distinguishing quality of melodrama incorporates large gestures and lavish facial expressions, necessary in Cody’s plays so his young fans in the high balconies could understand the action. However, critics often congratulated him on his naturalness, noting his lack of “the stage business” evident in many professional actors.


Nineteenth-century melodramas embodied distinctly American elements, propagating popular myths about the nation’s culture and character. Some presented new stereotypes, such as the Negro, Yankee, or Irish immigrant, though Negroes, Yankees, and Irish rarely portrayed themselves. White actors outfitted in wigs and greasepaint even filled Indian roles. Melodrama’s basic premise offered an overly simplified view of life, particularly of morality. Black and white situations prevailed; shades of gray were rare. Characters, either completely good or completely bad, were seldom capable of change. When the villain hounds the lovely heroine, the brave hero comes to the rescue. At the finale, the hero must vanquish the villain, his deeds reflecting the contemporary moral code. Playwrights often used plot devices like disguise, abduction, concealed identity, and fortunate coincidence to keep the audience in suspense while friends of the hero provided comic relief.9
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Buffalo Bill Cody, c. 1872. Courtesy Buffalo Bill Historical Center (P.69.26), Cody, WY.


Credit goes to Buntline for spicing up melodramatic style by having a real person play himself. Cody, the “simon-pure character,” a perceptive critic understood, is not an actor but plays himself, “and this fact constitutes the whole novelty of his performance.”10


His fellow scout, Texas Jack, was Cody’s first stage partner. Theirs was a unique partnership, a fine example of blue-gray alliance. After his Civil War service under Confederate Major General J. E. B. Stuart, Virginiaborn John B. Omohundro headed to Texas, trailed a herd of longhorns to Nebraska, and remained in North Platte. Cody grew up in a strict abolitionist family and fought for the Union. Nevertheless, he befriended Jack and, as a result of Cody’s success in overcoming military prejudice about hiring ex-Confederates, Jack joined him as scout.11


In the early dramas, the two frontiersmen bounded onstage armed with rifles and cried, “Death to the Indians!” further inflaming an already fevered audience. News of U.S. Army/Indian conflicts such as the Modoc war in northern California and the Ute war in Colorado had been telegraphed east. Cody’s bold assertions, both onstage and off, that, if given the chance, he and Jack would head west and wipe out the redskins thrilled easterners.


In later years of the Buffalo Bill Combination, Cody subdued or removed such ravings and simulated Indian slaughters. His personal attitude toward Indians as their employer and friend superseded the audience’s jubilant reaction to their misfortunes. In press interviews, he more compassionately emphasized how Indians had been much maligned and were not entirely to blame for problems whites encountered in settling the West. Personal experience led him to believe the government’s Indian policy was wrong, and he adopted a reformer’s viewpoint, observing,


You can’t compel a man who has lived by the chase, who has followed the bow and arrow, to take up the plough. The Indian is a man of feeling and intelligence and he knows right from wrong. . . . He has been driven from post to pillar and he doesn’t know what the white man wants him to do. . . . So the Poor Indians are kept at sixes and sevens all the time. But they are gradually becoming civilized. The process is necessarily slow, but it is sure, and they will certainly fall in line with our great civilization some day.12


His introductions of live action on horseback and marksmanship exhibitions also marked an evolution in his dramatic style. His legacy, however, would not be merely his portrayal of the Old West. He depicted a dynamic period in America’s history and strove to keep the image current by producing increasingly timely dramas.


Four years after he ventured onstage for his first sham Indian battle, in a high point in his career, Cody effectively incorporated drama into reality. During the summer of 1876 following Custer’s defeat at the Little Bighorn, scout Cody, who wore his stage costume during a skirmish with Cheyenne Indians at Warbonnet Creek, Nebraska, killed a young warrior. As victor, he claimed the Indian’s topknot and braid as the first scalp in revenge for Custer. Fully appreciating the topicality and popularity of the event, he replayed the victory in that season’s melodrama.


The year after, he performed in a theatrical version of the Mountain Meadows Massacre. The 1857 slaughter of innocent Arkansas emigrants traveling through Utah was news again because of the twenty-year-delayed execution of John D. Lee, one of the Mormon leaders involved. In another novel move, following negotiations with the U.S. Indian Bureau, for the first time Cody hired Sioux from the Red Cloud agency to portray Indians in the drama. Instead of bloodthirsty savages, they played the good guys, and Cody lived up, in prime fashion, to his publicity as link between savagery and civilization.


When he auditioned Wild West show performers, Cody hired American Indians as a matter of course. Despite objections from Indian Affairs commissioners who believed Indians should remain at home as “educated, peaceful and productive proponents of the Protestant ethic,” Cody argued that his employment provided them money as well as travel experiences and exposure to white culture.13 Without them, his plan to show true western events would fail because he would be lacking an essential half of the white/Indian conflict. This would not do—realism was a primary consideration. His reasoning convinced most objectors.


By 1883, when Cody planned to perform in theatres during the winter months and in the Wild West during the summers, Major Frank North, leader of a Pawnee Indian battalion and one of his ranching partners, called him on his realism penchant. During the first rehearsal of the Wild West show, Indians were to chase a stagecoach with the town’s mayor inside. Their whoops stampeded the mules hauling the hapless politician around the arena. After a melee of “din and confusion,” Cody and North rounded up both the Indians and the mules. We don’t know if North’s response was tinged with amusement or disgust when he suggested to Cody that he might want to reorganize in order to create “a show of illusion not realism.”14 But Cody would have none of it. He said, “I can put a pair of boots, a big hat, and a red shirt on any man, call him a cowboy; but I cannot dress anyone up and call him an Indian.”15


As the frontiersman aged, he became aware of his own role in the narrative of the West. He began his autobiography by remarking in theatrical terms how his “debut upon the world’s stage” took place the day he was born.16 After daylong hunts, sportsmen sat on logs around a roaring campfire while their guide Cody, honing his entertainment skills, spun yarns of western adventures. Neither was he shy about showing off his hunting prowess, pointing out where plentiful game grazed. Four days before his first performance, he didn’t know not to recite the cues in dialogue, but when the curtain dropped, he “congratulated Jack and [himself] on having made such a brilliant and successful debut.”17 Within months, he exuberantly announced he and Jack would go through the states playing Shakespeare and put actors like Edwin Booth to shame.18


Throughout his touring career, critics in nearly every town had something to say about the man or the production. Even while he crammed scrapbooks full of their reviews, for the most part, Cody ignored critics who scorned his dramas (and his acting), much as he would ignore Frank North’s criticism, preferring instead to rely on audience reaction. Cody seemed to delight in how those same critics “went crazy in trying to follow the plot” of one of his plays.19


As always, and rightfully so, “the mob that paid the piper called the tune.”20 In eastern states, where the combination toured nearly exclusively for the first five years, wealth-producing industrial development raised the standard of living for millions of Americans, creating a new middle class with discretionary money to spend.21 Proletarian theatres such as New York’s Bowery catered to workingmen who read the Police Gazette, a sensational tabloid featuring lurid coverage of murders, prostitution, and outlaws. Inevitably, theatres modified their offerings to accommodate the tastes of a growing population nostalgic for the simplicity of country life and those who sought escapist entertainment after working long hours at boring factory jobs. Sharing little in the trappings of the so-called Gilded Age, the new social stratum was more likely to be amused by a sensational frontier melodrama or a colorful spectacle than serious dramatic presentation. It was enough that the dramas furnished relaxation and escape from familiar reality.


Various social classes attended the same theatres to see the same attractions, though they sat in very different areas. In the pit, or orchestra, sat the “middling classes,” which some contemporaries referred to as “the honest folks” or the “sterling part of the audience.” The boxes were reserved for “the dandies, and people of the first respectability and fashion.” Finally the high balcony or gallery held seats or standing room for children, servants, and poor workers who could not afford any better seats.22


During performances, the audience often and loudly demonstrated their approval or displeasure by stamping their feet or hissing and jeering. Their reputation as unruly and uncouth was well deserved. Highbrow critics disdained audiences who favored such lowbrow fare as border dramas, calling them the “great unwashed” that “the slums had been drained to supply.”23 Women, joining the workforce in increasing numbers, also began attending popular amusements alongside men. The ever-increasing excitement of all classes over Cody’s dramas convinced many critics that “[t]he audience seemed delighted and after all we suppose success is the truest test with a play.”24


Historical events provided the basis for some of his melodramas, but for the rest, it didn’t matter if Cody had participated in the affair or not—he could act the West because he knew it, and he exploited his real life to full advantage. “The story of the westering experience has drawn packed houses for a long time,” wrote historian Robert Athearn. “[I]t has been an enormous stage, with its characters set in place, ready to create the illusion that the audience has expected. The audience has paid its admission fee expecting to be enchanted, and the fact that it understood that this was all an illusion does not mean it was not satisfied. Nor does it mean that the characters were not telling the truth in their own way.”25


Cody wanted to show those packed houses frontier reality, not illusion. But his name remains familiar nearly a century after his death not because of his stage performances. The process of his becoming a genuine American hero began with authentic experiences publicized in myriad dime novels and border dramas. His legacy as a Wild West entertainer earned him the reputation as an original, a link between savagery and civilization.
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Treading the Boards
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Everything was so wonderfully bad that it was almost good.


—New York Herald, April 1, 1873


DURING THE TIME CODY SCOUTED FOR THE FIFTH CAVALRY, CHEYENNE chief Tall Bull and his mixed band of incensed Cheyenne, Sioux, and Arapaho terrorized emigrants along the route from Leavenworth to Denver. Graves of those the Indians had murdered mottled the trail. One outrage occurred in summer 1869 when Tall Bull abducted two women from Solomon, Kansas. Lieutenant General Philip H. Sheridan called on the Fifth Cavalry to stop him. Cody guided troops to Summit Springs, Colorado, where Major Eugene A. Carr attacked the camp, killing some fifty Cheyenne. One of the hostages was wounded; the other woman was killed, as was the Indian chief. Controversy has continued ever since over who actually killed Tall Bull, Cody or Frank North, but Cody was generally credited with the killing and never denied it. In his version, he said he noticed the Indian close by a ravine. “When he was not more than thirty yards distant I fired, and the next moment he tumbled from his saddle.”1 Contradicting her husband’s account, Louisa wrote in her memoirs, “Many times afterward he laughed at the historical account of the killing—one out of the many heroic things with which he is credited that he did not accomplish.”2


Shortly after the Summit Springs battle, Ned Buntline arrived at Fort McPherson, the home of the Fifth, from a temperance tour in California. Buntline was the pen name of Edward Zane Carroll Judson, an overweight, baggy-eyed New Yorker who wrote for eastern publications. Besides advocating various causes, he made his living giving temperance lectures (some while drunk), all the while on the lookout for new dime-novel material. A prolific author, Buntline churned out a number of books, some with social reform themes, a topic that kept him hopping, so he said, from the villains he exposed.3


There are a number of conflicting accounts about the first meeting between Cody and Buntline. Some suggest he came looking for Wild Bill Hickok whose adventures in Harper’s New Monthly Magazine highlighted his recent fracas at Rock Creek station. Others claim Buntline hoped to make a fictional hero out of Frank North, the rumored champion of Summit Springs. North refused to have anything to do with such romance and instead pointed out Cody as a likely hero.4 Cody’s charisma captivated Buntline and, a few months after he went back to New York, his story Buffalo Bill, King of the Border Men appeared in print. Serialized in the New York Weekly, it reinforced Cody’s name in the nation’s attention.


The eastern sportsmen whom Cody had impressed as a hunting guide invited him to visit New York City, where they showed him off as being what a real scout and Indian fighter looked like. The New York Herald believed he came “from the land of the buffalo and red men to see for himself the difference between an Indian powwow and a genuine masquerade.”5 At the time, February 1872, actor and playwright Frederick G. Maeder had just dramatized the King of the Border Men story. Buntline thought it a fine idea for Cody to attend the play.


Forty years previously, The Lion of the West, James Kirke Spaulding’s comedy about a rough, ill-mannered frontiersman named Nimrod Wildfire, had played in Washington. Spaulding modeled Wildfire after Tennessee congressman Davy Crockett. At one performance, when buckskinned actor James Hackett realized Crockett himself was in the audience, he bowed to him in acknowledgement. Crockett rose and bowed back. Perhaps Buntline fancied the scenario enough to harbor hopes of a repeat.


Cody, oblivious to Buntline’s ruse, admitted to being “curious to see how I would look when represented by someone else.”6 For the play—actually a reworking of Hickok’s Civil War adventures—Buntline had supplied a good description of Cody, so actor J. B. Studley made himself up to resemble him.


We don’t know what Cody thought of this fiction, but the audience discovered his presence and insisted he step onstage. Years later in his autobiography, he confessed that, “I felt very much embarrassed—never more so in my life—and I knew not what to say. I made a desperate effort, and a few words escaped me, but what they were I could not tell, nor could any one else in the house.”7 Despite Cody’s total lack of stage presence, the manager offered him $500 a week to play himself. Cody scoffed, thinking a government mule would make a better actor. However, Buntline knew a good idea when he heard one.


All summer, Buntline sent letters urging Cody to consider acting as a profession. Reflecting on his initial unease, Cody vacillated between rejecting the idea because he feared failure and accepting it because he was reassured by Buntline’s pointing out that he could always return to his old life if he didn’t like show business. “That I, an old scout who had never seen more than twenty or thirty theatrical performances in my life, should think of going upon the stage, was ridiculous in the extreme.”8 Not everyone agreed. His scouting partner, Texas Jack, intimated he would come along, and Cody acquiesced, thinking Jack “would make as good a ‘star’ as myself.”9 Perhaps his city-bred, sophisticated wife Louisa tried to discourage them, knowing “[n]either of them ever had seen more than a dozen stage plays in their lives. They had no idea of how to make an entrance or an exit, they did not know a cue from a footlight, and they believed that plays just happened.”10 In the end, her misgivings fell on deaf ears. Buntline’s promise of big money convinced them they ought to at least try it, so Cody and Omohundro agreed to meet him in Chicago, a good place to begin their first theatrical venture. Flames from the great fire of October 1871 had spared the theatre district, and the city proclaimed itself second only to New York in dramatic arts.


A distraught Buntline greeted Cody and Texas Jack at the train station on December 12, 1872. While travelers hustled around them, he upbraided the scouts for not bringing the Sioux and Pawnee chiefs he had prematurely advertised in the Chicago Evening Journal. They probably knew nothing of his plans, nor could they have brought them anyway.11 The previous year American Indians were made national wards, and Sheridan issued orders forbidding western Indians to leave their reservations without the permission of civilian agents.


That same day Buntline introduced the scouts to Mr. Nixon, the Amphitheatre’s manager. There they learned what the two men had already planned: “Buntline, it seems, was to furnish the company, the drama, and the pictorial printing . . . while Nixon was to furnish the theater, the attachés, the orchestra, and the local printing,” for which he would receive forty percent of the receipts.12 Nixon, however, was perturbed to discover on Thursday that Buntline had not yet written the play, which was to open the following Monday, and threatened to cancel their contract. Buntline declared a solution imminent and paid half down on the $600 rent for the week.


He then sat down and dashed off words to the play, blatantly borrowing from his novel Buffalo Bill, King of the Border Men. Having the title helped his artistic juices to flow. He said, “I never lay out plots in advance. . . . First I invent a title, when I hit a good one I consider the story about half finished. . . . After I begin I push ahead as fast as I can write, never blotting out anything I have once written and never making a correction or modification.”13


Four hours later, he set hotel clerks to copying the scribbled pages. When he handed the script to the scouts, Cody recalled, “I looked at my part and then at Jack; and Jack looked at his part and then at me. Then we looked at each other, and then at Buntline. We did not know what to make of the man.” They calculated it would take about six months to memorize their dialogue.14


As they settled down to memorization, Buntline hastened out to round up actors for the secondary roles. He hired and costumed forty or fifty “supernumeraries” in tan-colored frocks and flannel scalps to resemble Indians.15 Costumes for Cody and Jack were no problem; they simply wore the “habiliments and trappings to which they . . . [had] been long accustomed, B. B. having only added a hem-stitched pocket handkerchief to his outfit.”16 Chicago’s Daily Tribune critic noticed the discrepancy between the promised redskins and those onstage and, echoing one common eastern assumption, observed that Indians did nothing all day but get into mischief. He supposed genuine Indians “stood ready to accept a histrionic engagement. . . . The Pawnees, however, failed to keep their engagement, probably on account of prevailing duties with reference to a projected horse-stealing expedition, and in their places there have been substituted a collection of talented supers.”17 Ironically, professional actors would play frontier characters while the real frontiersmen played at acting.18 For his heroine, Buntline engaged the already popular Italian actress Mlle. Giuseppina Morlacchi to play the Indian maiden and love interest. Born in Milan in 1846, she debuted at age ten and danced at La Scala. She appeared in several European cities before introducing America to her trademark, the cancan.19


On his return to the hotel, Buntline requested the two frontiersmen run through the script. Unwittingly, Cody had not only memorized his lines but the cues as well. He recited them perfectly, noting he was to “exit stage right” or “step to the footlights.” When Buntline informed him that cues were not part of the dialogue, Cody slammed his script down. “Cue! What mischief do you mean by the cue? I never saw any cue except in a billiard room.”20


After long hours of rehearsal, the scouts believed they were ready. The evening before opening night, the Chicago Times enticed the public with a blurb noting the drama was of the “red-hot type” written by “the prince of sensation-mongers.” Buntline included himself as one of the “supposititious eaters of gunpowder.” No one attempted to dissuade readers from the conviction that the play Indians were anything but “genuine savages from the plains, greased and painted with veritable scalps dangling at their belts.”21 Only four days after their arrival in the Windy City, two nervous scouts peeked out from behind the curtain to watch people filling the hall. Then the lights were dimmed, the curtain rose, and Scouts of the Prairie, and Red Deviltry As It Is, Cody’s first experience as an actor, began.


Though no copy of the original drama exists, we can glean some idea of the plot from a New York program and various newspaper accounts. The curtain opened on a western scene where trapper “Cale Durg,” played by Buntline, meanders onstage. In bad humor because Indians have stolen his traps, he vows revenge. “Cale has evidently been in the mountains, but never before on the stage[.] . . . [H]e speaks his first speech not trippingly on the tongue and he uses his arms like a pump handle.” Shielding his eyes from a make-believe sun, he wonders where his comrades are tarrying.22


If they didn’t recognize their cue, the stage manager would have pushed the scouts out onto the stage. Numb with fright, Cody could do naught but stare at an audience that included General Sheridan and other Chicago socialites as well as dime-novel aficionados from all classes. Now that the time had come to perform, it was painfully obvious how unprepared he and Jack were. They seemed “to labor under a distressing uncertainty as to what they ought to do with their hands, fidgeting uneasily when silent and when in the dialogue poking out the right and then the left at regular intervals, with an evident determination to show no favor between the two.”23


In the midst of the fidgeting, according to Cody’s undisputed version, he spotted a Mr. Milligan in the audience, with whom he had hunted several months previously. When Buntline cued him with “Where have you been, Bill? What has kept you so long?” Cody, having forgotten his lines, improvised a story about his hunt with the Chicagoan. Because the hunt had been well publicized, the audience cheered, eager for firsthand details. “I ‘chipped in’ anything I thought of,” he said later.24


In the next scene, Dove Eye, the Indian girl, arrives to warn the scouts of danger because Wolf Slayer is on their trail. Mormon Ben, the villain, has fifty wives and believes one more would allow him to die a happy man. He confides this to his companions, Dutchman Carl Pretzel, Sly Mike, and Phelim O’Laugherty, the Irish stereotype constantly in need of a drink. Mormon Ben sends Wolf Slayer to capture Durg’s orphaned ward, Hazel Eye, who, at that moment, is off poetically reciting a tribute to the generous man who adopted her. To the Chicago Times, this seemed incongruous:


a beautiful maiden, armed with a rifle and a dagger, [is] roaming these deserts with evil intents on Indians. Possibly to the select and cultivated audience it would have seemed strange indeed to see this lovely damsel . . . suddenly pause in a passionate speech, and marching clear up to the footlights, troll off, in an artistic fashion, a select air from Offenbach. But to the dime novel audience all this was in perfect keeping.25


At that point, Buntline hissed to the stage manager that he should dispatch the war-painted Indians. “The Indians!” Louisa Cody recounted, “who had never seen the land beyond the border of Illinois, Indians painted and devilish and ready to be killed.” The Indians surprise Hazel Eye, “which is not surprising under the circumstances, and after a hard fight on her part, and the orchestra has a severe tussle with their instruments, Hazel Eye is overpowered and bound over.”26 Cale Durg rushes in intent on rescue but is no match for the Indians. They tie the girl and Durg to a stake then demonstrate a war dance, tomahawk handling, and savage glares. The brave trapper shows no fear of death, heckling the Indians to burn him quickly to which the Indians retaliate with their own taunts. Dove Eye dances in and severs the bonds of the victims. Before the Indians can retie them to the stake, Cody and Jack appear and, remembering the dialogue in which they promise to “[w]ipe the red skins out,” “roar and bang away at the hapless Illinois tribe.” When all are “dead,” they also vaguely recall


there was a heroine scattered somewhere around the stage, that they must save her. Whereupon they leaped forward, hurdled the bodies of the slain savages, grabbed the heroine around the waist and dragged her off stage, while the curtain came down and the house roared its approval at the bloodthirstiest Indian fight in which either Will Cody or Texas Jack ever participated,27


all because “Buntline don’t [sic] think any more of killing forty or fifty Indians when he works up a story than he does of eating his breakfast.”28


A powwow of the white villains and Indians begins act 2. While the scoundrels plot their next move, Buffalo Bill and Texas Jack declare their love for the women. Before any lovemaking can develop, however, the plotting is over, and the Indians secure both women and the rescuing trapper. When Wolf Slayer confesses his disdain for firewater, calling it “the curse of the Red Man as well as the White,” Durg, still tied to a tree, pontificates on the virtue of temperance, Buntline’s pet theme. Not called a “great rascal” by his biographer for nothing, Buntline enjoyed the respect of temperance supporters while confounding them with his drunkenness.29 Not expecting to be preached to in such a venue, the press called the address “ludicrous beyond the power of description.”30 Another reviewer sympathized with the “terrible picture of the fall of the drunkard,” which Buntline, “an earnest apostle of temperance,” delivered.31 When he trails off, once more the heroes dash in in the nick of time to effect a rescue because, as Buffalo Bill declares, “That’s the kind of man I am.”32 Texas Jack lassoes the red men, who refuse to die by bullet, but, unfortunately, not before Wolf Slayer gets in a shot, killing Durg.


The third act reprises the action of the first two. In vengeance for their friend’s death, the scouts vow not to leave a redskin alive. “Being a little short of Injuns, they had to be killed several times over.” One critic “counted sixteen times that one poor ‘supe’ was killed during the play.”33 When Wolf Slayer and the renegades plan a sneak attack, the scouts must fight or die. Cody’s instructions to “Give it to ’em, boys” result in an earnest contest.34 To outwit the scouts, the renegades start a prairie fire, but the heroes prevail. Cody picks up a dead Indian by his belt and carries him off, while Dove Eye shoots Wolf Slayer.35 With the desperadoes retreating, the scouts and women find a moment for romance. The curtain falls on the final tableau of triumph and love, a scene “wild and weird in the extreme and worth the price of admission.”36


Of their premiere, a dazed Cody remembered little beyond the spectacular Indian fights, but instinctively he knew “[t]here was no backing out after that.”37 The next day the press exploded with reviews. The Chicago Times guessed “that each act would end with a grand tableau terminating a general scrimmage in which the dead and wounded would appear by scores, and in which the Indians invariably get the worst of it; that it would abound in hairbreadth escapes, and that the scout would always turn up just in the nick of time; the whole ending with a happy denouement. . . . All this it does and more.”38


In depicting the warfare among scouts, Indians, and renegades, the drama showcased the entire cast. The scouts ably demonstrated their storytelling and Indian-fighting talents. One of the renegades “managed to keep drunk for several days without a drop of anything.” The Indians, appearing to “have a strong desire to capture somebody and, consequently, jump about and yell,” fulfilled easterners’ expectations of “western savages.” Buntline “delivered some opinions on the use of liquor which he said was injurious and had done a great deal of harm.” Last, but not least, was “the beautiful Indian maiden with an Italian accent and a weakness for scouts.”39


As the week progressed, critics wondered what Buntline had been doing for the four hours it took him to write the play.40 They called Texas Jack and Cody the


real attractions, not only as the heroes of the play, but as celebrities whose fame long ante-dates their appearance before the footlights. So when Buffalo Bill attempts a recitation, and accomplishes it . . . the audience felt bound to applaud and did it with a vim. On the whole, it is not probable that Chicago will ever look upon the like again. Such a combination of incongruous drama, execrable acting, renowned performers, mixed audience, intolerable stanch, scalping, blood and thunder, is not likely to be vouchsafed to a city a second time, even Chicago.41


Discerning theatre critics’ backgrounds, particularly those big-city newspaper editors sent to cover the dramas, is nearly impossible. They may have been of the upper class and typically have reviewed Shakespearean plays performed by the likes of Junius Booth. They may have been mere cub reporters, as young and excitable as the audience, or have been dime-novel readers or maligners of the yellow literature. Reviews in nineteenth-century newspapers rarely offered a writer’s byline. However, professional critics often considered themselves “guardians of the cultural mantle” and as such disparaged those plays and actors who did not aim for a higher class of theatre, fearing lowbrow works would undermine the cultural norm.42 As a result, they often qualified their reviews. The journalist might admit the performer was very good, but it was a shame the venue was so bad. Conversely, the play might be the best “of its kind,” intimating there were other, better kinds.43
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