
  

  CHAPTER 1


  Every Idea Is Inspired


  Ablisteringly hot ball of fire hangs high over the prairie as a lone rider clad in full-fringed buckskins sits tall in the saddle. He is motionless, perched on the back of a well-muscled stallion whose lathered white coat glistens in the midday sun like fine bone china. Raising a beaded-gloved hand to his brow, the scout shields his eyes as he surveys the sun-drenched plains. The old pathfinder then draws back his long silvery locks and cups his ear, piquing it to attention.


  Growing in volume, echoes of Indian war whoops and the steady monotone beat of drums rise like a coming tide over the sagebrush-peppered prairie. Like a well-rehearsed signal, the old scout raises his hand high above his Stetson-covered head. In an instant, a multitude of cavalry officers ride up around the lone sentry, followed by a column of blue-coated soldiers marching in step with the beat of their own drum and bugle corps.


  Indians, now visible, swarm like a hive of angry bees bent on destruction. Bright and colorful war paint is slathered on their bodies, accentuating eagle feather war-bonnets affixed to their heads. Horses stamp and whinny in anticipation of the coming battle. The mounted braves are an impressive sight. These young men represent the heart of the Sioux nation. They stand in the gap for their people as they prepare to fend off the massive military invasion force. Their whoops and undulating gestures let forth a collective primal scream that exclaims, “We will not go quietly without a fight!”
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  Suddenly, a gunshot rings out! The silence that washes over the field of combatants is palpable. Acrid smoke from a freshly fired rifle round wafts in the air. No one dares move. Suddenly, as if on cue, a young brave wobbles then falls from his horse to the sun-scorched earth in a plume of dust. Like a starter’s pistol signaling the beginning of a race, the fight is on! Both sides ride headlong into war as arrows zip and bullets fly. Chaos reigns!


  The aged scout proves his mettle by riding to the front of the column and waving his Stetson high around his head like a lariat. He urges his fellow soldiers forward while bellowing out a war whoop of his own. The scout’s pearl-white stallion rears on its hind legs before tearing into a gallop. Soldiers advance close behind. Man and beast thrust forward into the fray, meeting their hard-charging adversaries headlong. Arrows and bullets fired in the old scout’s direction find no purchase. The old vanguard cuts a swath through the Indians without incurring so much as a scratch to either himself or his horseflesh. Employing the lever action on his Winchester rifle, the old man guns down braves right and left with repeated swiftness.


  Despite his best efforts, however, his blue-coated brethren continue to fall all around him. The scout now seems to be the only one standing in the way of the entire battalion’s utter annihilation. Unbelievably, he never runs low on cartridges or stamina. Then, as if preordained, reinforcements arrive from behind and cannons roar. When the smoke clears, everyone on the field of battle lies dead or dying save for the scout and one solitary brave whose feathered headdress is the length of a bride’s wedding train. The two meet in the exact middle of the prairie and engage in pitched hand-to-hand combat. The scout eventually fells his foe with a single blow and takes the scalp of his slain enemy, raising it high to the heavens!


  Enthralled by what they have witnessed, the surrounding stadium crowd rises to its collective feet! Stomping on the planks of a rickety wooden grandstand, the people cheer in one voice as they clap their hands wildly in approval. The old scout, better known as Buffalo Bill Cody, takes off his hat once more and salutes the vociferous onlookers. The adulation that follows is resounding. People applaud and hail this great scout of the prairie. Bill mounts his steed and rides out of the arena to the applause of the people. The actors, both Indians and soldiers, in this rehearsed and staged conflict rise to their feet and follow behind their fearless leader.


  Exiting the arena, Buffalo Bill trots away from the adoring masses. Once he is out of view, he slowly slides from the saddle, his spurs hitting the earthen floor with a
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  clump. Bill’s aging bones cannot take the pummeling of riding horses for hours on end like they used to. The aches and pains of age coupled with the heat of the day have the old scout sweating buckets and feeling exhausted. He flops down, coming to rest in a wooden chair that has been prepped for him backstage. One of the many actors he employs quietly brings him a brimming cup of cool, refreshing water that Cody’s quaking hand nearly spills.


  As Bill slakes his thirst, he peers through a peephole at the sharpshooters who are preparing to perform in front of the still-cheering arena crowd. He locks his gaze on the Little Sure Shot, Annie Oakley. Watching his most popular performer working on her quick-draw techniques, the old scout takes a second to reflect on her rise to fame, which is nearly intertwined with his own. Buffalo Bill’s Wild West has made William Frederick “Buffalo Bill” Cody a household name and America’s first true celebrity.


  This enterprise has also allowed Bill to amass a great deal of personal wealth. Though he is the most recognized American in the world, Cody has not forgotten his days of riding for the Pony Express, hunting buffalo for the Kansas Pacific Railroad, and scouting for the military during the Plains Indian Wars. In fact, never missing an opportunity to promote, he has incorporated most of these events into his Wild West performances. While ruminating on this, Bill sits and reflects on the influences that helped him envision his enterprise.


  Good ideas, like Buffalo Bill’s Wild West, are rarely the product of one individual’s own creative thoughts. In fact, most psychologists believe that everything one absorbs from the world around them is processed in one’s brain and then various ideas spring forth from those thoughts. In many cases a product or concept already exists, and an individual gives his or her interpretation of that product or simply improves upon it.


  In the case of Buffalo Bill’s Wild West, the aspects of frontier life it embodied were nearly foreign concepts to the crowds who watched the circus-like spectacle. The show consisted of reenactments of historic battles combined with displays of showmanship, sharpshooting, buffalo hunts, horse racing, and rodeo-style events. Each show was three to four hours in length and began with a parade on horseback. The parade was a major ordeal—an affair that involved huge public crowds and multiple performers.1 Not too entirely different from the parades currently held at Walt Disney’s numerous theme parks every night.


  Buffalo Bill’s Wild West is considered the first outdoor Western show and is the first entertainment spectacle to incorporate promotional techniques like celebrity
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  endorsements, press kits, publicity stunts, op-ed articles, billboards, and product licensing.2 Most of these techniques were introduced by Cody’s publicist, “Arizona” John Burke.3


  Buffalo Bill’s Wild West was in many ways a unique venture, and pioneering in many entertainment aspects. However, it did have influences from endeavors preceding it. In fact, many of the first depictions of “western life” as a form of entertainment used the exhibition of American Indians. Early on, Indians were treated as museum displays. They were often exhibited as “oddities” or “attractions” and later as anthropological specimens.4


  The native peoples of this country have long fascinated and inspired many who encountered them. When European and native cultures clashed beginning in the late fifteenth century, the disparities between these peoples were as obvious as night and day. These cultures’ differing political and social structures, religious beliefs, and perceptions of wealth were completely at odds with each other.


  When Spanish conquistador Hernán Cortés landed in current-day Veracruz, Mexico, on April 22, 1519, he embarked on a mission of subjugation and conversion of the Indians. This, unfortunately for Indians living in several regions of the country, was a scenario that repeated itself well into the late nineteenth century.


  Though many confrontations between the two civilizations ended in bloodshed, some instigated by white settlers and some by Indians, not all the encounters between these peoples resulted in violence. Examples of concord between cultures took place all over the western United States. The Mormons in Utah Territory worked with the Southern Paiute tribes as early as 1854 to rebuild a one-hundred-foot-long conversion dam on the Santa Clara River.5 And the interactions between Southern Cheyenne and Arapaho Indians with traders and mountain men along the Santa Fe Trail and specifically at Bent’s Old Fort trading post from 1833 to 1849 are also great examples.6


  There were commonalities among these peoples of differing races and beliefs, and in many cases there was a shared mutual respect. This is the stance that Buffalo Bill took regarding many of the native tribes, and how he incorporated them into his show. Bill was no doubt influenced by his own personal interactions with these people growing up, and that experience carried over to his business interactions with them. Unfortunately for many Indians, several of the showmen preceding Buffalo Bill treated them poorly and used them as oddities to be ogled by curious crowds.
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  Though the native peoples of this land became main features in Buffalo Bill’s Wild West, they were features in theatrical productions years before Cody employed them. As early as 1768, several Cherokee braves performed a war dance on the stage of New York’s John Street Theatre.7 In 1827, Iroquois warriors demonstrated a variety of battle techniques including a simulated scalping at Peale’s Museum in Philadelphia.8


  The artist George Catlin is credited with organizing the first western exposition in 1839 when
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