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Once more, for Spring

Acclaim for Louis S. Warren’s  BUFFALO BILL’S AMERICA
“The first comprehensive biography in more than forty years. . . .Warren’s  masterful account seems destined to become a revered work of essential Western history.” —Seattle Post-Intelligencer
“Meticulously researched, [Buffalo Bill’s America] investigates every  aspect of the life of one of the best-known and most popular folk  heroes of his age. . . . An impressive achievement.” —Pittsburgh  Tribune-Review
“Engrossing and thoroughly enjoyable.” —Booklist
“In Buffalo Bill’s America we watch as our national dream evolves, as our  nation sets about becoming what it is.” —William Kittredge, author of The Nature of Generosity
“A masterful work, Buffalo Bill’s America is the key to understanding  Cody’s fame and fortune.” —True West Magazine
“[A] sweeping saga of an emblematic American life, a biography of one  of our first celebrities.” —Las Vegas Weekly
“Entertaining. . . . Meticulously researched.” — The Atlanta Journal-Constitution
“Warrants a top spot . . . among the many works dedicated to Cody and  the cultural symbolism of the Wild West Show. . . . [The book] does a  service not only to the Buffalo Bill story, but also to the saga of the  American expansion as a whole.” —The Anniston Star
“Probably the most insightful, expansive and intelligent book yet written about the West.” —Santa Fe New Mexican
“The truth about American history’s most accomplished mythmaker  turns out to be stranger than his many fictions.” —Kirkus  Reviews (starred review)
“Engrossing. . . . A brisk narrative as lively and rip-snorting as any Buffalo Bill spectacular. . . . This book’s considerable achievement lies in  its judicious sifting of fact and fiction. All the while, it enlightens and  entertains.” —The Plain Dealer
“Nobody with any interest in the flamboyant showman will want to  miss Warren’s impressive offering.” —Wild West Magazine
“One of the most comprehensive, satisfying biographies ever written  tracing the life and career of this rather complex American icon.  Meticulously researched and crisply written.” —Tucson Citizen

INTRODUCTION
He was the most famous American of his age, when practically everyone  knew his story: a child of the frontier, he grew up by turns Pony Express  rider, prospector, trapper, Civil War soldier, professional buffalo hunter,  Indian fighter, and cavalry scout. For all his western upbringing, his greatest  success would take him far from the Plains. At twenty-three he was a dime  novel hero; at twenty-six he was starring as himself in New York theatrical  dramas about his life. An early pioneer of the frontier melodrama, he spent  over a decade on the stage before he invented the Wild West show and took  it on tour for the first time in 1883. Venturing to Europe in 1887, he and the  show were a sensation, and the man who embodied the frontier became an  icon along the glittering promenades of Paris, London, and Milan. By the  time he was fifty-four, in 1900, he was the subject of a vast literature: fictionalized biographies by the score, dime novels, dramatic criticism, puff pieces  extolling the heroism of Buffalo Bill Cody.
His life and career straddled enormous expanses of geographic space.  Born near Leclaire, Iowa, he migrated westward to Kansas, Nebraska, and  then Wyoming. The western curve of his settlements described the trajectory of American expansion. Remarkably, even the dates of his birth and  death bracket the ascendant arc of American power. Born in 1846, the year  that the United States went to war against Mexico and became a continental  nation, he died in 1917, the year his country entered World War I and took  the faltering steps that would culminate in the Atlantic alliance.
In his waning years, he was known to say that he “stood between savagery and civilization most all of my early days.”1 Ironically, if he was a  guardian of white American supremacy, in his most successful years he also  bridged vast cultural gulfs. Parting company with European and eastern  wealth and aristocracy at the end of each show season, he would return to  the West, first his ranch in North Platte, Nebraska, later the town he founded at Cody, Wyoming. He moved with consummate ease among the  aristocrats who flocked to his show, the genuine cowboys, Mexicans, and  Indians who populated it, and the rural white westerners who settled around  the ranches where he waited out his off-season and became a benefactor to  community churches and schools.
In many ways, he seemed to hold the contradictions of a rapidly modernizing world together through the force of his personality. In a time when  America represented the future of the modern world in its exploding cities  and its industrial power, Buffalo Bill brought together the wild, primitive  past of the American frontier—buffalo, elk, staged prairie fires, real Indians—and the astonishing promise of a technological future, in his show’s  modern gunplay, its glowing electric lights and brilliantly colored publicity.  He represented the coming together of old and new, nature and culture, the  past and the future. He straddled the yawning chasms between worlds, and  in so doing, rose to greater heights of fame than any American could have  dreamed. He became the nation’s brightest star.
More even than Charles Lindbergh or Charlie Chaplin, or other world-famous celebrities of the early twentieth century, the name of Buffalo Bill  Cody still resonates in the imagination of Americans and people the world  over. It is hard to overstate the impact he had on his audiences. Simply by  riding into an arena on horseback he could make the crowds gasp. A seemingly simple sight—a man on a horse—became something much more: a  visionary encounter, a simultaneous celebration of the past and future, even  an apotheosis. Part of it was the way he rode, so much at one with the animal  that the word “centaur” sprang to the lips of his admirers. Part of it was the  way he offered his audiences a projection of their own fantasies. His show  publicity made the most of his virtual organic connection with the horse.  Where the appearance of a monster on the cultural scene is usually a dreadful portent, Buffalo Bill seemed to be both monstrous—half man, half  horse—and wondrous. When he died, E. E. Cummings recalled the specter  of this horse-man as he rode fast around a ring, blasting amber balls from  the air with his Winchester rifle.
Buffalo Bill’s
defunct
who used to
ride a watersmooth-silver
stallion
and break onetwothreefourfive pigeonsjustlike that
Jesus
 he was a handsome man.2

For generations of Americans and Europeans, Buffalo Bill defined the  meaning of American history and American identity. From California to  Maine, and from Wales to Ukraine, crowds who came to see Buffalo Bill’s  Wild West show spoke so widely and fervently about it for years afterward  that it became a defining cultural memory—or dream—of America.
But if no American rose to greater heights than Buffalo Bill did, it seems  that few have fallen further. The world’s highest-paid performer and best-loved American died almost penniless in Denver in 1917. He was celebrated  through the 1960s in American film, most prominently by Joel McCrea in   Buffalo Bill, and Charlton Heston in Pony Express. But thereafter his country’s memory of him became something less than golden. Where the frontier centaur was wonderful to nineteenth-century Americans, to the  generation raised on Vietnam he became, like so many frontiersmen, a very  different kind of monster. For many, his role in wars against American Indians and in the near extermination of the buffalo made him a figure of revulsion. In Arthur Penn’s 1970 film, Little Big Man, his character made a cameo  appearance as a crass destroyer of Indian lifeway and a grasping materialist.  In 1972, in Robert Altman’s Buffalo Bill and the Indians, Paul Newman portrayed him as a liar, a drunkard, a coward, and a con man. In 1991, his name  was taken to much darker realms in Jonathan Demme’s Silence of the Lambs,  a film in which a psychotic killer of women is dubbed “Buffalo Bill” because,  as one FBI agent explains, “He skins his humps.” From demigod to vampire,  culture hero to serial killer, William Cody’s career has been as strange in  death as it was in life.
But who was he? In recent decades, few scholars have pursued that question. To be sure, illustrated biographies, cultural studies of his show, and  coffee-table celebrations of Buffalo Bill and his Wild West continue to roll  off the presses at a gallop. But when these books veer into biography, they  often take one of two approaches. Either they recount earlier writers with  minor revisions, if any, or they weigh in on one side or the other of a single  question: Was he a hero, or was he a charlatan? Variations on this theme—  Was he a real Indian fighter, or was he a showman? Was he an honest man,  or a liar?—weave through a vast Cody literature.
In one sense, this is hardly surprising. After all, what other question can  we possibly ask about Buffalo Bill Cody, who made it ever so difficult to tell  where reality stopped and representation began? Never was his prowess at  fusing life and art greater than in the summer of 1876, when he took leave  from the stage to scout for the army. Weeks into the campaign, he learned  that George Armstrong Custer and most of his command had fallen before  the Sioux and Cheyenne on the banks of the Little Big Horn River. Soon  thereafter, dressed in a black velvet stage costume, he swooped into a skirmish with a Cheyenne war party, killing and scalping a Cheyenne subchief  named Yellow Hair, whose name was mistranslated in publicity as Yellow  Hand. Within months, Cody was reenacting the episode in a play he commissioned, taking this “first scalp for Custer” before packed houses from  New York to St. Louis, wearing the same stage velvet and waving the real  scalp at the drama’s climax. For the rest of his life, he explained the sanguinary episode as a demonstration of his grief for the death of his personal  friend, George Custer.
That the authenticity of such a man should become a subject of historical  inquiry might be a foregone conclusion. The most enduring biography of  Cody, and the last attempt at a comprehensive reevaluation of his life, is  Don Russell’s Lives and Legends of Buffalo Bill, which appeared in 1960. Russell took up the cudgel on Cody’s behalf, beating back almost a half century  of Buffalo Bill debunkers with a study that shored up the old showman as the  “real thing,” a Pony Express rider, buffalo hunter, and a skilled scout and  Indian fighter who never claimed a military honor he did not actually have  (he did win a Congressional Medal of Honor in 1872) and who failed to  claim some that were rightly his.3
Cody’s accomplishments were impressive in many ways (that Medal of  Honor was real). But as becomes clear in pages to come, we must be cautious with his Pony Express adventures, his alleged bond with the fallen  Custer, and many other stories he told in his ongoing effort to evoke himself  as the paragon of frontier mastery
Still, by itself, separating truth from fiction in the Buffalo Bill myth is not  enough, for Cody’s audiences often suspected that his biographical claims  had an ambiguous relationship with the truth. Indeed, perhaps the most  striking thing about Russell’s book and about my challenge to it, and about  all the other contributions to the vigorous Buffalo Bill debate, is how much  they echo arguments that were in progress during Cody’s own life. Modern  writers and readers may believe themselves to be more sophisticated than  Cody’s contemporaries, but, in fact, questions about whether Buffalo Bill  was real or fake began to circulate with the young man’s arrival in the public  eye. Rather than quash these disputes, the savvy performer often encouraged them as a means to keep the attention of his audience.4
This aspect of Cody’s method has been elusive, partly, and paradoxically,  because of the remarkably productive ways scholars of the American West  have contrasted real events, or history, against popular ideas of those events,  or myth. This is necessary, important work, which has provided us with  insights too numerous to count, and without which our sense of the past  would be deeply impoverished.5
But grasping the artistry and the origins of Buffalo Bill requires a slightly  different tack. This book explores Cody’s real achievements, but also his many fabrications, less with an air of categorizing Cody as real or fake than  to understand how and why he mixed the two. Contemporary arguments  over Cody’s truthfulness or heroism (or lack thereof ) mirrored much wider  debates about the meaning of the Far West, and the trustworthiness of the  organs of popular culture through which most Americans learned about it:  newspapers, advertising, literature, painting, and theater. William Cody’s  method of promoting his real achievements was to mingle them with colorful fictions, making his own life and myth almost (but not quite) indistinguishable to a public that was sometimes awestruck, sometimes skeptical,  but almost invariably amused by his artistic pose as the real embodiment of  public fantasy.
I am much indebted in the following chapters to the many scholars who  have probed the cultural meaning of Buffalo Bill’s Wild West show. 6 But for  all their contributions, most cultural studies scholars venture into symbolic  and cultural explorations of the show’s meaning without seriously examining  the earlier frontier and theatrical occupations of its creator. One underlying  assumption of such treatments is that the frontier West was divorced—or  separated—from the world of popular culture and entertainments. Often,  this reinforces the mistaken view that Cody was merely the creation of  skilled eastern publicists, and leaves a most intriguing set of questions unanswered. How is it that a frontiersman became the world’s most popular  showman? Was the West a necessary arena for developing ideas of American  entertainment and popular culture? Was there some sense in which the  West provided Cody the requisite context for mixing life, myth, and performance?
How Cody adapted and reconciled life to story, and vice versa, is the central question of this book. In recent years, various scholars have examined  the ways people shape their lives to fit stories they carry in their heads.7 As  we shall see, Cody’s experience on the Great Plains was seminal to his realization that even his young life could be a story, lived for the amusement of  a public. Incongruous as it may seem, scouting and hunting were paths to  show business, and Cody’s development of a show persona reflected many of  the lessons he learned in the Indian wars and on the buffalo range. He was a  genuine hunter and fighter (if not quite the hunter and fighter he said he  was), but he was also an intuitive performance genius who borrowed readily  from a popular theory of history, “the progress of civilization,” to turn himself into the “representative man” who had “passed through every stage” of  frontier development. 8 Through this process, he became an American artist  of originality and remarkable vision, on a par with contemporaries and successors such as P. T. Barnum, D. W. Griffith, Eugene O’Neill, and even  Orson Welles. How he came to this, from such humble western beginnings,  is a major part of the story this book tells.
William Cody was notoriously enigmatic. His private life, and its relation to his performance career, has eluded most scholars. A key feature of  my approach is to explore the most intimate social bond in Cody’s life, his  marriage, which began during his time in frontier Kansas and continued  through all his years in show business. Having a respectable family was fundamental to Cody’s appeal for his earliest entertainment patrons. As he  developed a public image as defender of the white family, his private life as  patriarch of a real family became wedded to his authenticity. Thus the tensions and divisions within that marriage, which was often troubled, offer us  a valuable, and seldom seen, window into the personal cost of maintaining  the illusion of a life lived in accordance with national myth. Although few  remember it today, Buffalo Bill Cody sued his wife for divorce in 1904, with  calamitous results. The testimony from this courtroom drama provides rare  insight into just how commingled public and private life became for the  most public of Americans, while illuminating both the opportunities his lifelong performance offered him, and the constraints it ultimately imposed.
For all the energy and ink I have devoted to explaining how Cody located  himself in a national story, learning to perform it on the stage and off, I am  equally intrigued by the question of how and why some of America’s most  marginalized peoples, including poor cowboys and even poorer Indians,  carved out a place for themselves in Cody’s story. This phenomenon was  central to Cody’s success. Buffalo Bill’s Wild West show could not have  functioned had it not become the destination for dozens of Pawnee Indians,  and subsequently for hundreds of Lakota Sioux (including Sitting Bull, who  toured with the show in 1885). Just as important was the show’s appeal to  American cowboys, Mexicans vaqueros, women (including not only Annie  Oakley but Indian women, too), and, later, Cossacks, gauchos, and others.  These show performers necessarily shaped Cody’s performance imagination, leading him to reshape his personal mythology and his life story  accordingly.
Why would Indians join the Wild West show, where they reenacted their  own defeat? For that matter, what led real cowboys and all the other “frontier types” on display in the arena to drop their day-to-day lives and tour  with a traveling amusement? Who was Annie Oakley, and how did her own  leap into the Wild West show shore up her own career and the profile of the  show?
On the simplest level, all the show’s entertainers needed the money.  Other scholars, notably George Moses, have argued that Indians saw the  show as a means to perpetuate their traditional culture.9 In this and in other  ways, for Indians as for other cast members, the show’s nostalgic celebration  of a mythical, vanished frontier became a limited means to a better future  West. Wild West show performance offered Indian and non-Indian alike a host of opportunities for earning money, making political connections,  learning new skills, and being or becoming American, a process cast members could be profoundly uneasy about. The Wild West show was partly a  product of investor capital and Cody’s genius. But it was also the product of  a potent alchemy, in which the limited options facing rural whites, Mexicans, and Indians combined with their longings, which were as limitless as  the western horizon.
Of course, just as the show could not happen without the cast, it was also  impossible without the audience. We shall explore who they were, and how  show acts appealed to them. For all the thrill of watching the drama in the  arena, the camp of the Wild West show became its premier attraction, with  hundreds of cowboys, Indians, Mexicans, and later Cossacks, Arabs, Germans, and others living in a mobile village under the management and direction of a frontiersman. This traveling show community, which required  three trains to move the cast, props, animals, and equipment, including electric generators and a traveling kitchen, was more racially integrated than any  real western town.
To many urban dwellers, it looked oddly familiar. The late nineteenth  century saw a vast expansion in the U.S. population, much of it fueled by  immigration from eastern and southern Europe. By the 1890s, the need to  sell tickets to this increasingly diverse, ethnically divided public inspired  Cody to expand and complicate his show drama, and its historical myths, by  incorporating phalanxes of new riders from Eurasia and the Americas. As we  shall see, his efforts in this direction were in some ways analogous to those  of American historians, notably Frederick Jackson Turner, who sought to  expand the nation’s historical consciousness beyond the eastern seaboard,  and to incorporate at least a limited range of non-English immigrants in  national histories and myths.
Thus, Buffalo Bill’s show community became a touchstone for Americans seeking to understand their own rapidly urbanizing, racially conflicted,  industrial communities and country, and for Europeans contemplating a  host of concerns, including industrialism, colonialism, race progress, and  race decay.
Buffalo Bill’s Wild West show inspired much criticism as well as elation,  and it allowed its audiences to contemplate the downside of progress, and  the dark possibilities of Cody’s ambition. Buffalo Bill, the icon of heroism,  was also a harbinger of American expansion, which Europeans did not  always welcome. As we shall see, Silence of the Lambs was not the first time  that an artist imagined Buffalo Bill as vampire.
This is a book, then, about how a man crafted a life and a story to reflect  and express one another. It is also a story of how the entertainment he  devised allowed others to join him in fitting life to story, story to life, and the many ways the resulting spectacle resonated with a vast transatlantic public.  Throughout, I borrow a technique from recent scholarly biographies that  situate their subjects in changing social and political contexts, to read the life  as, in part, an expression of its era. 10 Thus we shall explore William Cody  and the communities he created or moved through, from frontier Kansas to  the Wild West show and beyond. Examining Cody on the Plains and on the  road in this manner illuminates not only his actual accomplishments, but also the sources of his entertainment inspiration. At the same time, it reveals  the simultaneous development of his life narrative and his potent show business product, and the many congruences and conflicts between them.
This book is divided in three parts. Part I explores the origins of the  Wild West show in William Cody’s life on the Great Plains, particularly in  the Indian wars. Part II explores his development of frontier melodrama in  the theater, and the origins and meaning of his Wild West show. Although  modern Americans take for granted the appeal of western mythology, it was  no simple proposition to stage western history for the amusement of paying  audiences in the early 1880s. Learning from the experience of cast members,  who did much to educate the show’s management about how to succeed,  Cody and his partners worked hard to create a show that both explained  America’s place in the universe and tied it to Cody as a real westerner who  lived his country’s seminal adventures.
Part III, the book’s final section, explores the decline of William Cody  and America’s signature entertainment after 1900, when his life increasingly  diverged from notions of American progress. His divorce trial presaged the  failure of his biggest business ventures, the town of Cody (which succeeded  only at the expense of its most famous founder), his mines in Arizona, and  ultimately the Wild West show itself. The book closes with an explanation  of why the strategies that had won him so much adoration and so much cash  should fail him late in life.
Cody persuaded many that his entertainment was genuine in part by  refusing to call it a show at all. Its official name was “Buffalo Bill’s Wild  West,” as if it were a real place. This was a ruse to draw reluctant spectators,  of course. But the semblance of reality owed much to the apparent bond  between his arena full of charging horses and his real life, which began—  he said—in a fast-paced drama of Pony Express adventure. We begin our  story, then, with the child Will Cody and his legendary connection to the  pony line.

PART ONE

CHAPTER ONE
Pony Express
The Former Pony Post rider will show how the Letters and Telegrams of  the Republic were distributed across the immense Continent previous to the  railways and the telegraph.1
LIKE EVERY OTHER frontier reenactment in the Wild West show, the  Pony Express was a chapter in the life of its hero and his country.  Before audiences of thousands, the horseman—not Cody himself, but  another “Former Pony Post” rider—raced “down to the grand stand at a  gallop,” wrote one ecstatic viewer, “checked his pony within a length, and  almost before it was at standstill the rider was on the ground, the bag on  another pony, and the man galloping off at full speed, in less time than it  would take an ordinary man to dismount.”2 It was a showstopper.
Of course Buffalo Bill rode the Pony Express. Everyone who perused the  sixty or so printed pages of Wild West show programs could read it for  themselves. “William F. Cody was born in Scott County, Iowa. He removed  at an early age to Kansas, and was employed as a herder, wagonmaster, and  pony express rider.”3
The more curious might buy a copy of Buffalo Bill’s autobiography, also  for sale at the Wild West show. There they could read the story in detail.  Left fatherless at an early age, the young Kansas boy ventured out to make  money for his bereaved mother, five sisters, and infant brother. Between his  eleventh birthday, in 1857, and his fifteenth, in 1861, he freighted wagons  over the plains with rough teamsters, befriended Wild Bill Hickok, was  captured by enemy Mormons in the government’s abortive war against  polygamy, survived a starvation winter at Fort Bridger, skirmished with  some Indians and befriended others, prospected for gold in Colorado, and  trapped beaver on the Plains.4
But of all the boyhood adventures William Cody claimed, those on the  Pony Express were the most astonishing, and the most famous. On his way  back to Kansas after failing to find gold at Pikes Peak, the thirteen-year-old  boy ambled into the Pony Express station at Julesberg, Colorado, where he talked his way into his first Pony Express job. His mother feared it would kill  him. “She was right about this, as fifteen miles an hour on horseback would,  in a short time, shake any man ‘all to pieces’; and there were but very few, if  any, riders who could stand it for a great length of time.” But young Will  Cody took up his forty-five-mile route, and “stuck to it for two months,”  before he returned to Kansas to be with his mother, who had fallen ill.5
After she recovered, the boy and a friend tried their hand at trapping  beaver up the remote reaches of the Republican River, in western Kansas.  They lost an ox, and so were unable to move their wagon when Cody  slipped on the ice and broke his leg. Left behind while his friend went for a  replacement ox team, the young boy spent a month alone, and avoided  being killed by a Sioux war party only because its leader, Chief Rain-in-the-Face, remembered meeting the young Will Cody at Fort Laramie the previous year.6
The following summer, in 1860, when he was fourteen, Cody returned  to Pony Express riding again, and his adventures made his previous  escapades seem pale in comparison. Warned that “it will soon shake the life  out of you,” he took up the most dangerous length of the Pony Express  route, the Sweetwater Division. This section was under the supervision of  John Slade, a notorious killer, but Cody recalled the man as civil, even kind,  in his autobiography.
“My boy, you are too young for a pony-express rider. It takes men for  that business.”
“I rode two months last year on Bill Trotter’s division, sir, and filled  the bill then; and I think I am better able to ride now,” said I.
“What! are you the boy that was riding there, and was called the  youngest rider on the road?”
“I am the same boy,” I replied, confident that everything was now all  right for me.7
The boy proved himself more than equal to the man-size job. Arriving at  the end of his seventy-six-mile stretch of road one day, he discovered that  the rider to whom he was to pass the specially designed saddlebag, or  mochila, had been killed in a drunken brawl the night before. Cody “did not  hesitate for a moment to undertake an extra ride of eighty-five miles to  Rocky Ridge,” where he arrived on time. “I then turned and rode to Red  Buttes, my starting place, accomplishing on the round trip a distance of 322  miles,” which would go down in history as one of the longest Pony Express  rides ever.
Shortly afterward, he outran an Indian attack, making a twenty-four-mile run on one horse. Not much later, the Indians attacked a company stagecoach between Split Rock and Three Crossings, and managers suspended the pony service. During this lull, the young Cody set out with his  friend Wild Bill Hickok and a group of forty men “who had undergone all  kinds of hardships and braved every danger” to pursue the Indians and  recover stolen horses. They found the Indian encampment up the Powder  River, raided it, and returned “with all of our own horses and about one  hundred captured Indian ponies.”8
Ever since 1879, when William Cody first published his life story, this  childhood saga has been a favorite of the American public. The Wild West  show reprised it over and over again, the high-speed Pony Express scene in  Buffalo Bill’s Wild West inscribing an almost indelible bond between young  America and the child Will Cody. The pony was featured in the show’s  debut in 1883, and audiences from Omaha to New York, Sarasota to Paris,  thrilled to the display every year thereafter until the show ended in 1916.
Cody’s boyhood story of horseback days, of a boy who enters a man’s  world too early, was a familiar one in some respects. Young Will, the story’s  hero, is the victim of bad circumstances, but raises himself up through hard  work, ambition, and good luck, meeting powerful men such as Chief Rain-in-the-Face, Wild Bill Hickok, and John Slade, who patronize his efforts.  Like a western version of Horatio Alger’s Ragged Dick, which had first  appeared twelve years earlier, Cody’s life story was an exhortation to the  sons of the middle class. It inspired faith in the stage star, Buffalo Bill Cody,  as a genuine western figure and a respectable, middle-class icon for the  urban middle classes who were its intended audience. It extolled family, hard  work, and willingness to take risks—all virtues of the middle-class family in  the industrial age. “Mr. Cody tells his story in a simple, unaffected style that  commands belief,” wrote one reviewer, “and it is about as full of incident  and adventure as its pages will allow.” The book was respectable, too, not  like dime novels which corrupted the nation’s youth with romantic tales of  theft and bloodshed. The reviewer doubted that “the perusal of the book  will lure a single boy to run away from school, steal a revolver and tramp to  the border, for somehow the men who know what frontier life really is  always give the impression that there is a great deal of downright hard work  about the borderer’s life.”9
What if you wanted to know more about those Pony Express adventures? The problem was there was not much to read on the subject other  than Buffalo Bill’s autobiography and show programs. The freighting firm  of Russell, Majors, and Waddell created the Pony Express to carry mail  between Saint Joseph, Missouri, and Sacramento, California, in 1860. The  service was wildly popular, especially in California, where it was memorialized in heroic tributes even as it began.
But it lasted only eighteen months. When it ended, in 1861, the Civil War had erupted. The epic clash of North and South at Shiloh, Gettysburg,  and the Wilderness absorbed the energies of almost every American historian for the next three decades. Few attempted unpacking the West until the  1880s. Nobody wrote a book-length history of the Pony Express until after  1900.10
In the meantime, Buffalo Bill’s Wild West show became the primary  keeper of the pony legend. By the 1890s, when William Lightfoot Visscher  began gathering material for his history of the Pony Express, the business  records of Russell, Majors, and Waddell had long since vanished, and Buffalo Bill’s Wild West show had been promoting William Cody’s version of  the pony’s history for the better part of two decades. Cody was the world’s  most renowned showman and westerner, and had made himself far and away  the most famous rider of the legendary pony line. He was also a personal  friend of Visscher’s. When the journalist’s Thrilling and Truthful History of  the Pony Express appeared in 1908, it was less history than hagiography, a  devotional recounting of the heroic lives of saints.11 The author repeated  Cody’s stories without any criticism.
Since then, every scholarly history of the Pony Express has mentioned  Buffalo Bill’s adventures. Every generation of Americans has thrilled to  them in a succession of children’s books and movies which have retold his  Pony Express days as wholesome, outdoor, familial inspiration to American  youth. To this day, William F. Cody’s stature as the most famous Pony  Express rider of them all remains largely unchallenged.
Only the most devoted reader knows about the doubters. Some who  knew Cody said he was lying even in the 1880s. A few historians mention in  footnotes or even in the text of their books that his stories are impossible to  verify. A tiny minority have suggested he made the whole thing up. 12
Against these whispers, Cody biographers advance the standard of the  trustworthy guide. The most famous of these, Don Russell, long ago concluded that Buffalo Bill mostly told the truth. Cody’s account is full of genuine figures from the Pony Express, and he pinpoints locations of Indian  battles with descriptions that are often accurate. How could he have known  so much if he was not there? Besides, William Cody won the Medal of  Honor for Indian fighting in 1872. He was already a wealthy man and a  stage star when he put the story in his autobiography in 1879. He had no  reason to lie.13
How much of the story was true? The search for answers is illuminating in  two ways. On the one hand, it may lead us to matters of fact, about what  really happened to the boy William Cody. On the other hand, poring over Cody’s stories, true and false, can point the way to deeper truths. A man lies  to mislead. But, as any detective can tell you, the most deceptive liar reveals  a great deal about himself through his choice of untruths. Lies cover the  teller’s tracks, but they also betray how he thinks. The line between truth  and fiction in William Cody’s childhood story is less a boundary marker  between the serious and the trivial than a pathway to a deeper understanding of the man and his age.
WHAT WE KNOW of Cody’s childhood comes largely from two sources: his  own autobiography, which he published in 1879, when he was already a theatrical star, and the memoirs of his elder sister, Julia, which she didn’t pen till  the early 1900s.14 The veracity of his autobiography is a constant source of  debate. Written in Rochester, New York, during his off-season from the  theater, it was a long press release meant to enhance his already formidable  star qualities. Cody shaped his life story to meet public expectations and  desires. Every single one of the book’s claims must be treated with care.
The question of its authorship endures. A coterie of press agents and  dime novelists churned out revised editions of the Cody autobiography  periodically through 1920. During the same period, dozens of ghostwritten  dime novels appeared under Buffalo Bill’s authorship. Many critics have  lumped Cody’s 1879 autobiography with the novels, as the hokum of some  advance man or another. But if the pages of some later editions are purple  with hack writers’ clichés, the prose in this first edition of his life story is  markedly restrained (as reviewers noted at the time). Moreover, it is full of  what we know to be Cody’s own phrasing and tone. It contains a great deal  of truth that only Cody knew. If he did not write it, he dictated it. For all its  many fictions, it stands as Buffalo Bill Cody’s own story of his life from  childhood to the age of thirty-three.15
Julia Cody’s memoirs offer some correctives to her brother’s fantasies,  but she was understandably reluctant to contradict him. In many cases, neither sibling was entirely truthful. Reading these two accounts against one  another, and weighing them against the handful of other evidence we can  muster, we begin to discern real events of his childhood under the quilting  of fiction which covered them.
William Cody, hero of the Indian wars, did outrun murderous enemies  as a boy. But they were not Indians. He did carry messages, but not the U.S.  mail. He had his first taste of combat as a very young man, but when he first  sighted down a rifle barrel at a man, it was likely not at any Sioux or  Cheyenne. The West of the boy William Cody was riven by war on families, in which homes burned, and families were threatened, scattered, or worse.  War defined his life from the time he was eight until he was about thirty.  And in war he learned, above all else, the vulnerability of family and home.
William Frederick Cody was born near Leclaire, Iowa, on February 26,  1846. His father, Isaac Cody, had been born in Canada and at the age of seventeen had settled in Ohio with his parents and siblings. He was already a widower when he met and married Mary Laycock in Cincinnati in 1840. Soon  after, the couple, with Isaac’s daughter from an earlier marriage, Martha,  moved to Iowa in search of new opportunities. William Cody was the third  child of Isaac and Mary, having been preceded by a brother, Sam, in 1841,  and a sister, Julia, in 1843. By 1853, there were seven children at home,  including the two brothers and a total of five sisters: Martha, Julia, Eliza  Alice, Laura Ella (often called Helen), and Mary Hannah, called May.16 In  Iowa, Isaac Cody managed large farms for absentee owners, and ran a stage  business between Davenport and Chicago. The children recalled their  father as a traveling man who returned home between trips ferrying passengers across the wide prairie. Sometimes the young Codys stood on the riverbank, watching as Isaac’s brightly colored wagon passed by on its way to or  from Chicago. The constant search for new opportunities led Isaac to consider joining the gold rush to California. He changed his mind when he  heard tales of woe from returning emigrants and was unable to finance the  trip.17 Instead, he and Mary Cody settled on a move to Kansas Territory.  Their decision may have been motivated in part by the death of their eldest  son, Sam, crushed beneath a bucking mare in 1853, at the age of twelve.
Thus, William Cody’s earliest memories entwined family and westward  expansion. The Codys ventured to Kansas in 1854, even before Congress  opened the territory for settlement. They were comparatively well-off, and  they stood out from other immigrants. Julia Cody remembered that the  family had “as nice an outfit as ever came acrost to Kansas Territory.” There  were two wagons, a large four-horse outfit filled with family belongings and  a smaller two-horse carriage to convey the family. There were two extra  horses, and a hired man to assist Mr. Cody in the driving. The family “did  not camp as most Emigrants did,” but stopped each night “at the best  Hotels,” where maids helped put the Cody children to bed. 18
The streams and grassy hills of eastern Kansas seemingly promised a  bright future for the Codys. The family located a verdant claim in the Salt  Creek Valley, where the children would have many days of gathering wild  berries and herding livestock across meadows. True, there was a political  cloud on the horizon. Congress had dodged the controversial issue of slavery in Kansas by leaving it to local settlers to decide the issue for their own state. But for the Codys, it was easy to overlook the looming threat of the  slavery conflict, at least for the time being.
In many respects, Isaac Cody was a traditional American frontiersman.  An experienced surveyor, he was both a settler and a land speculator. In  December 1854, he joined several other emigrants in founding the town of  Grasshopper Falls (eventually renamed Valley Falls). He spent much time  helping newly settled families locate farmlands near the new town site, and  in assisting his partners in the construction of a mill.19 By 1855, there were  over 8,500 new settlers in eastern Kansas. Over 90,000 more would arrive by  1861. With Grasshopper Falls drawing ever more residents who would pay  to use the mill of which Isaac was part owner, the Cody family’s future  looked bright indeed.20
Then the storm burst. Isaac Cody was a Free Soil Democrat, holding  that neither slavery nor black people should be allowed in Kansas. It was  soon clear that his family was going to have trouble with their pro-slavery  neighbors. Almost immediately after their arrival, Isaac Cody attended a  community meeting, at which he joined his neighbors in creating the Salt  Creek Squatters Association. Such associations were a tradition in newly  settled areas, where they adjudicated claim disputes, often shoring up claims  of prior arrivals against interlopers or claim jumpers.21
But pro-slavery settlers dominated the Salt Creek Squatters Association.  Even though Isaac Cody was a member of the thirteen-man “vigilance”  committee that was appointed to enforce the will of the association, he  chafed at the resolutions which the group passed at their first meeting,  announcing that in the event of disputes, they would not uphold the claims  of anti-slavery settlers. In other words, the Salt Creek Squatters Association  existed to guarantee the claims of pro-slavery immigrants against anti-slavery or “Free State” rivals.22
The Codys’ pro-slavery neighbors had strong ties to kindred spirits in  the neighboring slave state of Missouri, and they held meetings which drew  like-minded crowds. On July 4, 1854, they hosted an Independence Day  gathering and invited many of the local Cherokee, Delaware, and Kickapoo  Indians, as well as pro-slavery settlers. Julia Cody remembered this as a festive meeting, at which the whites had a long banquet table, with Independence Day addresses, and the Indians “gave their war dances, Horse or Pony  races, played at their different Games, and it was the most wonderful Picnic  I ever seen.”23
Eleven-year-old Julia and eight-year-old Will apparently did not  remember, or did not notice, the political heat in the air. The meeting had  been advertised in pro-slavery quarters as a “General Territorial Convention.” It was well attended by Missourians, and it made Isaac and Mary Cody  nervous about their future in the Salt Creek Valley. The Indians who so entertained Julia and William Cody likely held their own views on the disposition of slavery in Kansas. Many of them were displaced from the East  themselves, and there were many slaveholders among the Cherokees, who  had been driven out of Georgia and Tennessee only a generation before.  The Civil War would fracture Indian communities as badly as it did those of  whites. Independence Day invitations to local Indians may have been an  attempt to bring them over to the pro-slavery side. In any case, the theatrics  of their dances distracted the children from the gathering neighborhood  tensions. 24
By September, the Salt Creek Squatters Association was denouncing the  activities of abolitionists, and questioning whether the Cody family could be  allowed to stay in Salt Creek. On September 18, 1854, at a meeting to adjudicate a claim dispute in which Cody was involved, a pro-slavery agitator  named Charles Dunn sank a knife in Isaac Cody’s side.25
The pro-slavery press exulted in the violence. “A Mr. Cody, a noisy abolitionist, living near Salt Creek, in Kansas Territory, was severely stabbed,  while in a dispute about a claim with Mr. Dunn, on Monday last week. Cody  is severely hurt, but not enough it is feared to cause his death. The settlers  on Salt Creek regret that his wound is not more dangerous, and all sustain  Mr. Dunn in the course he took.”26
The traumatized family raced Isaac Cody to his brother Elijah’s, across  the border in Weston, Missouri. Julia recalled that the family felt “terribul,”  and that eight-year-old Will wept and called out, “I wish I was a man; I  would just love to kill all of those Bad men that want to kill my Father, and I  will when I get big.” The knife had grazed Isaac’s lung. Three weeks passed  before he could move about. As Julia remembered, he “was never strong  from that day, just able to get around; had to ride as he could not walk any  distance.”27
The stabbing of Isaac coincided with a regional surge in violence over  the slavery issue. William Cody later recalled that his father “shed the first  blood in the cause” of a free Kansas, and that with that stabbing came “the  beginning of the Kansas troubles.”28  “From that time the Border War  began,” wrote Julia, with pro-slavery partisans pouring “into the Territory  by the Hundreds” from Missouri.29
Unlike the official violence of the Civil War, with its huge armies under  government command, the so-called Bleeding Kansas troubles brought  unofficial, paramilitary violence between Free Kansas partisans and advocates of slavery, most of them from Missouri. Both sides perpetrated atrocities. But prior to 1858, when anti-slavery forces consolidated control,  pro-slavery Missourians held the upper hand, with frequent raids into  Kansas to intimidate and murder anti-slavery settlers.30
The Cody home was only one of many to suffer their wrath. Death threats against Isaac Cody began the minute he returned home after the stabbing,  and continued for the next two years. One night, “a body of armed men,  mounted on horses, rode up to our house and surrounded it,” wrote William  Cody. Isaac escaped by dressing in Mary’s clothes and passing between the  murderous horsemen on his way out into the cornfield, where he hid for  days before escaping to Leavenworth.31
Throughout the Bleeding Kansas period, attacking homes was the primary method of waging war. Threats against Isaac were joined by violence  against home and farm. In the spring of 1855, the family cut and stacked  tons of hay to sell to the army post at Leavenworth. Before Isaac could move  the hay, pro-slavery neighbors torched it. Isaac Cody wept, and his daughter  Julia was still sorrowful as she recalled the event, many years later. “In less  than one hour the 3,000 Ton of Hay was in a Blaze. All we could do was look  at it.”32
Pro-slavery raiders also stole family livestock, especially their horses,  without which settlers could not ride for help, escape the next onslaught, or  get to work at neighboring farms or towns. When a pro-slavery party visited  the Cody house in 1855, Isaac evaded them again. But they took nine-year-old Will’s horse, Prince: “The loss of my faithful pony nearly broke my heart  and bankrupted me in business, as I had nothing to ride.” 33 Julia Cody  remembered that when they stole her horse, “I was left without anything to  ride for the cows, or to go to the store, or anything. We felt all broke  up. . . .” The raiders stole some of Isaac Cody’s best horses as well, “and they  stole all of Father’s machinery, such as [the] mowing machine, rakes, and  everything.” They even “took our small wagon and Plow.”34 As at the  Codys’, so throughout eastern Kansas. Raiders from both sides burned businesses, destroyed farm fields, and broke down fences and barns.
The region’s violence grew most extreme after mid-1856, when pro-slavery “border ruffians” from Missouri plundered the town of Lawrence,  killing one man and looting shops by the score. Several nights later, an abolitionist mob led by John Brown and two of his sons knocked at the doors of  a small pro-slavery settlement on Pottawatomie Creek. Taking five men out  of their homes, ignoring the pleas of their desperate families, Brown’s party  shot, stabbed, and dismembered their victims.35
John Brown sought slavery’s abolition. The Codys, like most Kansas settlers, wanted only a ban on slavery in Kansas. Nonetheless, pro-slavery  forces lumped them all together as “abolitionists,” and they suffered fearsome retribution for Brown’s raid. The Cody family’s sense of vulnerability  during this time of terror was compounded by Isaac Cody’s frequent lengthy  absences. Like many Kansas men, he moved from place to place, not daring  to return to his family for fear of being murdered. When he did come home,  he often brought Free State crowds with him. The Cody home became the site of Free Kansas rallies, complete with speeches by visiting Free Soil candidates, angering the pro-slavery neighbors all the more. An election in  1855 gave control of the first territorial legislature to pro-slavery settlers.  Free State voters, infuriated by blatant fraud and intimidation at the polls,  refused to recognize the territorial government and elected their own legislature, which met at Topeka to petition the U.S. Congress for admission to  the Union as a free state. Isaac Cody won a seat in the Topeka legislature,  railing against the armies of drunken “Pukes” who were stealing Kansas  elections by arriving en masse from Missouri and casting votes as Kansas  residents. He may have been an agent to recruit settlers for the Free State  cause in Kansas. His town of Grasshopper Falls was a center of Free State  activity.36
Isaac Cody’s absence required the family to make their way without him  much of the time, and to contemplate the terrifying possibility of losing him  forever. A family that lost its primary breadwinner easily slipped into  poverty, and there was no social safety net beyond the goodwill of neighbors, whom the Codys understandably mistrusted. All the while, the open  hostility of pro-slavery factions reinforced the family’s constant sense of  impending destruction. As Will Cody put it in his autobiography many  years later, “We were almost daily visited by some of the pro-slavery men,  who helped themselves to anything they saw fit, and frequently compelled  my mother and sisters to cook for them, and to otherwise submit to a great  deal of bad treatment.” And always, there were more threats against the life  of Isaac Cody. “Hardly a day passed without some of them inquiring ‘where  the old man was,’ saying they would kill him on sight.”37
On the rare occasions when they saw him, the family’s fears for him only  grew. Julia Cody recalled that “whenever Father came home he had to come  in after Dusk and leave before it was light.” Weakness and illness, which the  family attributed to his wound, often compelled his return. At such times,  Julia wrote, “we had to be on the watch all the time....”38 Once, when Isaac  Cody was sick and confined to bed upstairs, Will and Julia stood guard over  their father with a gun and an ax as a murderous pro-slavery partisan sat in  their kitchen. Mary Cody prepared the man a meal, all the while claiming  her husband had last been heard from at Topeka. The man sharpened his  knife on a whetstone, vowing to kill that “damned abolitionist husband” of  hers.39
In many other ways, the Cody children made extraordinary sacrifices and  took horrifying chances. In the summer of 1856, a friendly neighbor  brought word that men were waiting to ambush Isaac Cody on his return  from Grasshopper Falls. Children rarely became targets in the border troubles, and even during the most violent periods, Will and Julia traveled thirty  miles or more on horseback to move cattle or run family errands. Ten-year-old Will Cody was in bed with influenza when his mother received news of  the plot to kill Isaac. The boy arose and clambered onto a horse. Taking a  letter from his mother warning Isaac not to return in the near future, he set  out for Grasshopper Falls. He made it eight miles, to Stranger Creek, when  he noticed he was being pursued by a group of horsemen. As he later  recounted the incident, one of the men said, “That is the damned abolitionist boy. Let’s go for him.”40
The boy put his heels to his horse, and for nine more miles the men  chased the sick and terrified child. He finally reined up at the home of a family friend named Hewitt. The would-be assassins turned and fled. The boy  told the man what had happened, and expressed his desire to continue to  Grasshopper Falls. Hewitt feared the horse would die without rest, and he  was concerned for Will Cody, too. The animal was covered in lather, and  flecked with the boy’s vomit.
Fortuitously, Hewitt himself had just returned from Grasshopper Falls.  He had spoken to Isaac Cody, who told him that he would not be returning  home for a few more days. Hewitt put the boy to bed. When he awoke, Will  Cody insisted on carrying the message to Isaac anyway. It was a rare opportunity to spend two weeks with his father, who was among friends at  Grasshopper Falls, notably the Free State militia of the militant Jim Lane.41
Isaac Cody’s condition soon worsened again. To recuperate in safety, he  traveled to Ohio, where he visited with relatives. After returning from this  trip he was followed by many new emigrants. Being a “locator,” a man who  could read survey lines and claim locations for settlers, his home was a beacon for new arrivals. Numbers of them could be found there at any time,  sometimes seated at the kitchen table, their tents pitched in the front yard.42  In this small but very noticeable way, the westward expansion of the United  States moved through the home of Isaac Cody. Amidst the swirling violence  which threatened to demolish that home, he remained its link both to the  money they needed and to the expanding West. Patriarch of the family,  founder of the town of Grasshopper Falls, Isaac Cody was both a family bulwark and the center of a rapidly expanding Free Kansas community.
Then, in the spring of 1857, Isaac Cody fell ill again, and finally died.43  For William and Julia Cody, his passing was a catastrophe. Both children  mention his death only briefly, as if it was too painful a memory to explain.  Financially, the loss was devastating. Martha, Isaac’s daughter by his first  marriage, had married and moved out. But Isaac’s death left Mary Cody to  fend for herself, young Will, four girls, and another son, Charles, who was  but an infant.
The economic trial was complicated by the region’s rising tensions.  Although some historians estimate that only a hundred Kansans died as a  direct result of the slavery fight, the violence went far beyond simple murder. Beatings and death threats were pervasive. Not far from the Cody claim  was the base of the Kickapoo Rangers, a paramilitary gang hell-bent on driving Free Soil settlers from eastern Kansas, and whose members included  Charles Dunn, their father’s attacker.44
Amidst the continuing fury of this unofficial war, Mary Cody faced what  was probably the greatest challenge of her life. Like other young widows,  she was constrained by a society that required a woman of good reputation  to work at home. Farm women made sizable contributions to their families’  economic well-being, but they did not usually take up wage labor. Such  activities were for lower-class women, or women of dubious reputation. As  Julia recalled, “Now Brother Willie and I would get out together and plan  what he must do to help take care of Mother and the 3 sisters and little  brother Charlie....” 45 William was barely eleven, but he was the only male  capable of outdoor work. He became the family’s primary wage earner.
From boyhood, then, William Cody was drawn into a commercial revolution that was sweeping the Plains, and which was impossible to ignore  around Leavenworth. Kansas was a western territory, but it was no backwater. Most early settlements were trail towns, along migration routes where  the ubiquitous travelers—emigrants, tourists, salesmen, surveyors, and soldiers, to name a few—created a lively commerce. Residents prospered by  selling supplies by the trails. When trails shifted, townspeople on occasion  jacked up whole towns and moved them on rollers to new settings where  they could better exploit the trade of passing pioneers.46
Leavenworth, at the junction of the Missouri River and various routes  west, was the biggest trail town of all. Some paths actually predated the  town. Wagons carrying goods had been plying the Santa Fe Trail between  Missouri and northern New Mexico since 1821. By 1855, $5 million in commerce was making its way along the Santa Fe Trail each year, and Leavenworth was only a short distance north of Independence, Missouri, the trail’s  eastern terminus. 47 Still another trail wound west as handfuls of emigrants  to Oregon, and more Mormons bound for Utah, began trundling up the  Platte River road in the 1840s. Then, in California, in 1848, John Marshall  reached for a glittering nugget in John Sutter’s mill race. In the next five  years, some 165,000 people traveled this westerly route to seek their share of  the gold rush.48 
From the day in 1854 that Leavenworth was founded along the Platte  River road to California, passersby dwarfed the resident population, and as  migrations increased, so did the town’s economy. Between 1854 and 1860,  80,000 emigrants passed near or through Leavenworth on their way to California. 49 Many of them traveled in small groups from various points to the  east, and then stopped in eastern Kansas, where they organized into wagon  trains and waited for the spring grass to mature enough to feed the livestock on the Plains crossing. Julia Cody later recalled that when the Cody family  arrived in the Salt Creek Valley of Kansas in 1854, “it was filled with Trains  and cattle and mules running around. There must have been Hundreds of  White covered wagons waiting there to make up their Trains and start  West.” Little Will Cody “got just wild with Excitement” and said, “Oh, my,  that is what I am going to do as soon as we get moved over here in this beautifull place.”50
The continual cavalcade through Leavenworth increased yet again, in  even more dramatic fashion, with another gold strike, this time in Colorado,  in 1858. Before then, there had been only the sparsest white settlement  along the Platte River road, mostly at trading posts, where traders solicited  Indian commerce in buffalo robes and beaver hide. Suddenly, in the spring  of 1859 alone, over 100,000 emigrants headed to the Colorado mines. 51
California and Utah had been so far away that only the most valuable and  nonperishable goods could be supplied overland. But Denver was only six  hundred miles away, and as the center of the new emigration, it rapidly  developed a consumer market which had to be provisioned by wagon. Teamsters drove more than 15 million pounds of goods to Denver in 1860. By  1866, over 100 million pounds of goods found their way to the Queen City  of the Rockies, and much of it passed through the vicinity of Leavenworth.52
As important as supplying Denver was satisfying the wants and needs of  emigrants. By 1860, there were primitive hotels along the entire route, so  that one could journey from Leavenworth to Denver in virtually any kind of  weather without ever sleeping under the stars. Road ranches, whiskey holes,  and general provisioners sprung up along the main routes. From their adobe  hovels, tents, or frame houses, these entrepreneurs offered a wide range of  consumer commodities: wheel rims, ax handles, clothes, hats, matches,  whiskey, horseshoes, tobacco, baking supplies, liniments, and more, all of  which had to be hauled out to these trailside outposts on freight wagons. 53
So emigrant wagons and freight-hauling “prairie schooners” crowded  onto the trails alongside a burgeoning form of passenger transport, stagecoaches. By 1857, stages already ran from Leavenworth north into  Nebraska Territory along the Platte River, to Kearny and on to Laramie.  Stimulated by the surge of emigrants to the Colorado goldfields, in 1859  Leavenworth’s premier transport capitalist, William Russell, joined up with  a new partner and created the Leavenworth and Pikes Peak Express, running a faster, more direct route (it took about a week) between Leavenworth  and Denver via the Smoky Hill River in western Kansas. Russell and his  partners expended vast sums to lay out the route and build the twenty-seven  stage stations needed along the way, and the new, more direct connection  thrilled emigrants with its possibilities. In Denver, the arrival of the new  company’s first stage on May 7 was greeted with all the joy that three hundred residents could muster. But their party at the foot of the Rockies was  eclipsed by the huge celebration in Leavenworth when the stage returned  on May 20. Banner headlines announcing the linkage to the Colorado mines  were followed by two days of parades, dinners, and bloviating speeches.54
Kansas settlers could not ignore the prodigious expansion of Leavenworth’s freight and transport industry, especially Russell, Majors, and Waddell. The company was said to employ 6,000 teamsters and 45,000 oxen.  One historian calls Russell, Majors, and Waddell “the Mayflower Van Line  of their time,” and however many people they really employed, their facilities were awesome in 1859. That year, one traveler extolled their Leavenworth company yard: “Such acres of wagons! such pyramids of axeltrees!  such herds of oxen! such regiments of drivers and employees!”55
These developments were not lost on the Cody family. Isaac had not  only driven a stage between Chicago and Davenport, he also conducted various side businesses with Russell and Majors before his death.56 Leavenworth was only a few miles from the family home. Trains of two dozen or  more freight wagons were a frequent impressive sight. Teams of up to  twenty oxen hauled wagons, with iron-covered wheels as tall as a man,  loaded with up to seven thousand pounds of goods. Each train was accompanied by a small herd of horses, necessary for herding the extra oxen. Prairie  schooners dwarfed emigrant wagons. From miles away, their canvas-covered bows bulked over the horizon like the sails of a ship on the sea. The  teamsters who drove these outfits swaggered beside the wagons, and their  mastery of the long whips they cracked over the backs of animals, and of an  extraordinary lexicon of profanity, made them both frightening and alluring  to children who watched them pass. 57
Will Cody soon sought work in the industry. As Mary Cody rented out  rooms in the family home to bring in cash, and Julia did “all of the heavy  work” of milking and tending the farm, young Will Cody started out as an  ox-team driver for a neighbor who was hauling his hay to Leavenworth for  sale. The eleven-year-old boy earned a daily wage for several weeks, at the  end of which he handed the money over to his mother. Soon after, he went  to work as a messenger boy for Russell and Majors (shortly before it became  Russell, Majors, and Waddell) carrying messages on horseback from their  office in Leavenworth town to the telegraph office at Fort Leavenworth,  three miles away.58
As difficult as this sorrowful time was for the family, none of the Cody  children’s activities were unusual enough to distinguish them from their  neighbors. Indeed, if most farm women worked out of their own homes in  the 1850s, their children were often found in the rural workplace. From  nine or ten (and sometimes younger), children hired out to other settlers to  bring in the harvest, drive horses, or herd cattle or sheep, in exchange for cash or services. In frontier towns, children worked as bootblacks, newspaper salesmen, or clerks in town businesses. In these circumstances, sons and  daughters who were not yet teenagers often lived miles from home for at  least part of the year. Freighting outfits on well-established, well-protected  trails sometimes hired boys as “cavallard” drivers, who tended the dozens of  extra horses that traveled with them. There were dangers in such work, and  adventure, too. Sometime in 1858, twelve-year-old Will Cody was a cavallard driver for a wagon train headed by John Willis, traveling along the  Platte River road to Fort Laramie. Willis wrote to Cody in 1897, recalling  “the time the Buffalo run through the train and stampeded the teams and  you stoped the stampede.”59 But as exciting and dramatic as such events look  to us, they were routine to nineteenth-century Americans. Indeed, Will  Cody probably was not the only child employed at many of his jobs.60
Like Willis, many employers did not scruple to hire children even for  dangerous labor. In eastern states, children were often maimed and killed at  work in coal mines, steel factories, and cotton mills. Given the widespread  reliance on child labor, and young Will Cody’s experience as a horse drover  on the trail to Laramie, some of the other boyhood yarns in his autobiography might seem true. Could he have gone to the Mormon War, as he  claimed? The story corresponds with historical events. There was indeed an  1857 expedition to supply the U.S. Army column sent to prevent a threatened Mormon rebellion. The column left from Leavenworth. Their wagons  were captured by the Mormons and burned, just as Cody recalled, and the  teamsters did endure a terrible winter at Fort Bridger while they waited for  the snow to clear so they could return home.61 Could young Will Cody have  been there?
The answer is no. In his account, Cody claimed to have made two separate trips to supply troops in Utah, the first with a herd of cattle that was  stampeded by Indians, forcing him to return and begin the second in a  wagon train later that summer. Military records show there was a cattle herd  scattered by Indians, and a wagon train that followed it. But the same records  indicate the cattle herd left Leavenworth only a week before the wagon train.  Indians scattered the cattle after the wagons had set out. The boy could not  have seen both the scattering of the herd and the beginning of the wagon  train’s journey.62 Cody wrote that after the Mormons burned the wagons, he  survived the winter with other members of the Utah Expedition at Fort  Bridger, in today’s Wyoming, in the spring of 1858. But his sister Julia  recalled him being in school with her that spring. When William Cody read  this recollection in her memoirs, in 1911, he did not disagree. “Say that write  up of yours was fine,” he wrote his sister. “You have a wonderful memory.”63
His autobiography next regaled his readers with an account of prospecting in Colorado in 1859. The story is impossible to substantiate, but he claimed to have rafted down the Platte River on his return, something that  would have been next to impossible during the river’s low season. If he  trapped furs in Kansas soon thereafter, as he claims, his account of meeting  a Sioux war party in the winter of 1859–60 smacks of fantasy. In 1879, when  this adventure first appeared in print, Custer had been dead for only three  years, and Rain-in-the-Face was widely believed to be his killer (thanks to a  poem on the subject by Henry Wadsworth Longfellow). If Cody’s story  were true, its Rain-in-the-Face would have to have been the father of the  alleged Custer assailant, but his name called up the potent Custer image,  which was still fresh in the minds of Cody’s readers. This alone explains why  Cody told the story. But could it be true? Not likely. The appearance of  Rain-in-the-Face with a war party in deep snow at the dead of winter is  highly improbable. At precisely such times, Plains Indians generally avoided  long-distance travel and warfare. Snow and cold were too severe, and a man  of Rain-in-the-Face’s stature was unlikely to lead any warriors who proposed such foolishness.
What truth is there to Cody’s teenage odyssey? As far as we can tell, he  was indeed a boyhood teamster, who at the age of fourteen drove a wagon to  Denver. In the summer of 1860, his uncle Elijah, a prominent merchant,  moved there from Missouri. Nephew Will went along to drive a wagon of  goods. We know this because Arthur “Pat” Patterson, a fifteen-year-old  neighbor and friend of young Will Cody, went to Colorado on this very  journey as a teamster, and both he and Cody would later recall having made  that journey together. The boys waited out the winter in Denver. Will Cody  needed money, and it seems likely he tried his hand at prospecting and possibly trapping, two common ways of making extra cash. Somehow, he broke  his leg during the trip. He returned home with his friend Pat Patterson, in  the summer or fall of 1860, not on a raft but by hiring himself out as a teamster again. 64
Cody’s Utah war and Rain-in-the-Face stories were fictions. So, too,  were his Pony Express adventures. Cody claimed to have ridden for the  Pony Express for two separate periods, the first in late 1859, out of Julesberg, Colorado. But none of the stations he lists as his stops correspond to  stations on that section of the trail. The men he says hired him actually did  work for the Pony Express, but they could not have hired him, because they  either ranked too low on the corporate hierarchy or were not on that section  of the Pony Express line during this time. More to the point, the Pony  Express functioned for only eighteen months, beginning in April 1860.  Nobody was a Pony Express rider in 1859.65
His second stretch as a pony rider, from summer 1860 until spring 1861,  was allegedly along the Sweetwater Division, where Indian attacks forced a  temporary closure of the line, and Cody says he went with Wild Bill Hickok’s raiding party to reclaim horses from the Sioux on Powder River.  Some of the events Cody describes actually happened—but not to him. A  station keeper along the transport line, at Gilbert’s Station, was killed, just as  Cody recounts, but the killing happened in 1859, before the Pony Express  began. There was an Indian attack on a stagecoach which did close down the  line for six weeks, and the names of passenger casualties even correspond to  the names in Cody’s account. But it did not happen until April 1862, long  after the Pony Express was discontinued. Cody claimed that he joined Wild  Bill Hickok’s retaliatory raid in 1861. But that year, Hickok was a stock tender at a station in faraway Rock Creek, eastern Nebraska, where he was  recovering from an injury which prevented him from doing much of anything. 66
Cody’s pony tale begins to look ragged under investigation, and other  eyewitnesses fail to curry it. Julia Cody wrote her memoirs in the early  1900s, when her brother’s Pony Express adventures were renowned around  the world. She dismisses them with this summary: “he hired to go out and  Ride the Pony Express, and he made the longest Ride of any of the others.  They sayed he was the youngest one and the Lightest and swiftest rider, and  seemed to understand the Country, and the Rouffians and how to handle  them.” 67 That is all. No details to suggest he really rode for the Pony  Express, not even a repetition of one of his stories.
There are three alleged eyewitnesses who claimed to have met Cody on  his Pony Express route. One, Edward Ayer, a prominent collector of western Americana, told a story in the 1920s, about getting to know the boy  rider during a month’s travel along the Platte River in 1860, as Ayer’s wagon  train journeyed to California. But there are some problems in this story.  The wagon route was on the north bank of the Platte; the Pony Express  route on the south bank. Riders had deadlines and did not stop to chat. Not  even the slowest oxen could keep a wagon train in one rider’s assigned section of the trail for a month.68
Another eyewitness, Charlie Becker, was a Pony Express rider who  recalled meeting Cody both at Fort Bridger and then afterward as a Pony  Express rider. But Becker, whose account was not recorded until sometime  after 1900, recalls he and Cody became good friends and comrades, serving  next to each other on the route for the entire year and a half the pony line  was in existence. Even Cody himself wrote that he served in two different  sections, and neither for very long. Like Ayer, Becker seems to have embroidered himself into Cody’s mythology, decades after the showman wrote his  autobiography and long after he had become the embodiment of America’s  frontier myth. 69
The third eyewitness is perhaps most revealing. In 1893, Cody paid  Alexander Majors, the sole survivor of the Russell, Majors, and Waddell partnership, to write his autobiography. Cody’s press agent wrote a preface  for it, and his ghostwriter took a hand in the work, too. The book, Seventy  Years on the Frontier, went on sale at Buffalo Bill’s Wild West show that summer, appearing alongside Cody’s own autobiography at the bookstall on the  showgrounds in Chicago. Royalties went to Majors.
Cody sponsored the book out of kindness. Majors had been a friend of  Isaac Cody’s. Not long after Isaac died, Mary Cody took her son Will to  Majors’s office in Leavenworth, and asked a favor. Could he employ the  boy? Majors looked at twelve-year-old Will Cody, and he asked no questions—just gave him a job carrying dispatches along the three miles of road  between the telegraph station and company offices in Leavenworth.
Now, in 1893, the old man was broke and alone. Cody offered him help.  One might expect Majors would oblige Cody’s generosity by conjuring up  some fabulous adventures for the young Buffalo Bill. But despite the fact  that Cody hired Prentiss Ingraham, a voluble dime novelist, to ghostwrite  for Majors, and even though Cody paid for the book’s publication, Majors  was unable to recall any specific feats of Cody’s supposed Pony Express riding other than the ones that appear in Cody’s own 1879 autobiography.70
What was Cody doing if he was not riding the Pony Express in 1860 and  1861? Three other, independent accounts, one by his sister, one by a former  teacher, and one actually by himself, all agree: he was in school. Julia wrote,  and William Cody confirmed, that he was taught by Valentine Devinny, a  teacher who later recalled Cody being a particularly determined ballplayer.  Devinny moved to Leavenworth only in the fall of 1860, and left for Colorado sometime in 1862.
The first year Devinny taught at Leavenworth, the Pony Express had  begun. The route started in Saint Joseph, Missouri, and passed through  northeastern Kansas, to the north of Leavenworth. At the moment Mr.  Devinny took up the chalk before a roomful of expectant pupils, young men  were stationed at points across the Plains, waiting to carry the mail over trail  sections that were seventy-five to a hundred miles long. Their rides were so  punishing that they often arrived with blood flowing from noses and gums.  Couriers slept on their horses; snow buried the trails. The few authentic  accounts that survive describe the agony of forty-below winter blasts and  horses (not to mention riders) on the verge of death. Pony Express riders did  not take days off for school. William Cody could not have been in Devinny’s  classroom and riding for the Pony Express at the same time.71
If young Will wasn’t on the Pony Express, why did no contemporaries  debunk his fabulous story? What of his partner in the trapping expedition to  Colorado, Dave Harrington? The feared John Slade? Wild Bill Hickok?  Together they illustrate William Cody’s remarkable talent for choosing witnesses. For if they might once have deflated some of the celebrity’s more extravagant lies, by 1879, when the book appeared, it was impossible. They  were all dead.
Cody’s childhood Mormon-and-Indian-fighting, prospecting, Pony  Express–riding, Hickok-knowing, bullwhacking saga was the foundation of  his mythic western persona. These glittering ornaments of western youth  tied William Cody firmly to the expanding West of the pre–Civil War  period, making him an “old-timer” rather than a greenhorn interloper,  authenticating his stage performance as “Buffalo Bill” in 1879 and ever after.
But if we know he packed his childhood story with untruths, what do  those fabrications tell us about him? About why he told the tales he did?  About his rationale for making himself part of the largely forgotten Utah  Expedition, and the failed business enterprise of the Pony Express?
Americans of Cody’s day were generally concerned about the survival of  families in their rapidly changing country. As a performer in theatrical  melodrama—a genre that fixated on threats to the family—Cody was profoundly aware that heroism in family defense had popular appeal. Given the  constant ordeal of defending Isaac from his many enemies, it was even fitting that so many of Cody’s autobiographical fictions, from his Mormon  War adventures to the Pony Express saga, reflect an ardent defense of family. From the 1840s until 1900, many Americans perceived polygamous  Mormons as a threat to monogamous marriage. Novels and “historical”  accounts portrayed them as liars, murderers, and, especially, as kidnappers  of virgins to serve as concubines for lecherous church patriarchs. Prior to  the Civil War, northern reformers labeled polygamy and slavery as “the twin  relics of barbarism” which it was the duty of civilization to banish. In 1857,  Mormon militiamen massacred a wagon train of emigrants at Mountain  Meadows, in southern Utah. The event was shrouded in secrecy. The U.S.  government did not achieve a conviction in the case until 1877, when they  tried—and shot—the Mormon elder John D. Lee for masterminding the  crime. 72
Lee’s sensational trial renewed America’s long-standing anti-Mormonism, and in 1877, Buffalo Bill took advantage of the furor by commissioning a new play, May Cody, or Lost and Won. In the drama, his sister  May Cody was abducted by Mormons and rescued by Buffalo Bill. Two  years later, as Cody wrote his life story for publication, he inscribed himself  back into the 1857 Mormon War as a way of claiming the play as an authentic reflection of his real life, with the boy Will Cody facing off against the  notoriously antimonogamy religious sect. The story in his autobiography  was packed full of authentic details, and placed Indian attacks, cattle herds,  and wagon trains in places that correspond with the historical record, so that  biographers and historians have long concluded that Cody must have been  on the Utah Expedition as a child.73
But if his story was so credible, it was because it illustrates William  Cody’s remarkable talent for grafting details of other people’s tales onto his  own. Cody was a gifted storyteller, and as such he knew that one of the most  effective ways of making a fiction credible is to slather it in seemingly  nonessential, truthful details. Repeated genuine details in a story pile up in  the reader’s—or the listener’s—imagination, collectively whispering, “We  are the real.” The technique is so widely used that the scholar Roland  Barthes has given it a name: the “reality effect.”74
Cody learned the reality effect from other storytellers, and we shall see  more in the chapters ahead about how he learned to construct his elaborate  fictions. But for now, we may observe that as a messenger boy and drover for  the West’s biggest transport firm and as a teenage teamster himself, fireside  retellings of adventure on the western trails were a regular feature of his  upbringing. His account of the Mormon War and the winter at Fort Bridger  is remarkably similar to the one recounted by John Y. Nelson, an old trail  guide, buffalo hunter, and teamster who also claimed to have been on the  Utah Expedition and to have spent the same winter at Fort Bridger that  Cody did. Nelson befriended Cody in the 1860s and toured with his dramatic troupe as translator for the two Sioux Indians who joined the theatrical show on its tours of the East and Midwest, beginning in 1877—the same  year that Buffalo Bill’s anti-Mormon drama, May Cody, or Lost and Won,  debuted.75
If the Mormon drama of Cody’s autobiography reflected popular anxieties about the sanctity of marriage, the Pony Express was an even more useful symbol. In American popular reckoning, the Pony Express assumed  heroic stature for various reasons. The replacement of people by machines  had been a familiar characteristic of American progress at least since the  industrial looms of Lowell, Massachusetts, began to replace the weaver by  the hearth in the 1810s, and it became increasingly evident throughout rural  America as McCormick’s reapers began replacing family labor in the  1840s.76
Mechanization was both celebrated and condemned, but whatever one’s  feelings on the advent of technology, it was increasingly inevitable as the  nineteenth century wore on, even in frontier mail delivery. When the Pony  Express began in 1860, westbound mail traveled by train to Saint Joseph,  Missouri, where the tracks ended. There the letters passed to a waiting rider.
But at a rate of $5 per half-ounce, only the most urgent messages went by  Pony Express. Regular correspondence went by ship or by creaking coach  and wagon on a longer, more southerly route. Faster, more economical  delivery would come with the transcontinental railroad, a development long  anticipated, and long delayed by congressional fighting over proposed  northern and southern routes.
With the departure of the South from Congress, workers would soon  begin laying track west again. But long before they completed that job,  another machine emerged to carry the most important correspondence  between California and the eastern states: the telegraph. A line of poles connected by wire sprouted westward from Saint Joseph beginning the summer  of 1861. The riders of the Pony Express were in a sense advance couriers for  the train, but even more for the telegraph, the technology that replaced  them with the completion of the transcontinental telegraph line in 1861, an  achievement that finally destroyed whatever segment of the market  remained for the messengers of Russell, Majors, and Waddell. Pony Express  riders symbolized not only rugged strength and courage, but the anachronism of organic workers—animals and people—and their heroic endurance  as they prepared the ground for the machine. The Sacramento Bee eulogized  the pony soon after the last rider dismounted. “Thou wert the pioneer of a  continent in the rapid transmission of intelligence between its peoples, and  have dragged in your train the lightning itself, which, in good time, will be  followed by steam communication by rail.”77 As the nineteenth century  rolled on, ever more laborers were replaced by an ever wider array of  machines, and the horseman as harbinger of technological revolution  became ever more apt a symbol for Americans, especially in cities where the  Wild West show played to packed stands.
But there was another, surprising reason behind the pony’s popularity,  one which drew on Cody’s experience of boyhood even more directly: the  Pony Express represented national unity, in profoundly familial terms.  Many were the scribes who evoked the glories of western annexation prior  to the war with Mexico, with John O’Sullivan’s call to “manifest destiny”  being only the most famous. But in reality, the acquisition of the Far West  blew the nation apart. The U.S.-Mexican War began the year William Cody  was born and ended when he was two. Its most immediate result was the  annexation of California and the Far West, but following fast on the heels of  that event was the gathering storm over slavery in the new western territories, the fight which took Isaac Cody’s life and finally ended only at Appomattox in 1865.
As eastern states grappled over slavery in the West, the West itself  became a site of profound familial loss. The gold rush began in 1848, and  California’s stunning growth made it a state in 1850. But if statehood signified a legal and republican unity, California was very much a place apart,  separated from the rest of the nation by 1,500 miles of plain and desert. Suddenly, east-west crossing of the nation required the ordeal of foreign travel.  Whether one chose the sea route around the Cape of Good Hope, or a sea-and-land route through Mexico or Panama, or the Overland Trail through  Indian country and the Mormon territories, alienation was unavoidable. Getting from one end of the United States to the other now meant sojourning among Mexicans, Catholics, polygamous Mormons, and half-naked or  all-naked Indians, amid parching deserts, towering mountains, awesome  storms, and wild, desolate country.
The journey was all the more fearful because, in most cases, the routes to  California pulled families apart.78 Men went ahead intending to send for  families or merely to return rich. Husbands and wives took their kids, pulled  up stakes, and left their beloved extended kin behind. Letters took at least  three weeks to travel the long stagecoach routes between California and  eastern states. If they went by sea, they could go unread for six months.
By the mid-1850s, the growing threat of a southern secession made the  chasm between California and her sister states seem all the more dangerous.  Californians numbered half a million by that time, and they were most conscious of the urgent need for closer bonds with nation and family. In 1856,  they presented the largest petition in the history of the United States Senate, 75,000 signatures on a memorial complaining, “We are now, as it were,  a distant colony.” They requested a federally supported wagon road with  army protection from the Mississippi Valley to their new home, so that distant families could join the multitudes of young men toiling in the mines  and domesticate this distant, wild frontier.79
Thus, when they remembered the Pony Express, Americans—especially  Californians—recalled it as a reassuring sign amid rumblings of civil war, as  the entity that sealed the bond of union between West and East. To ride the  Pony Express was to heal the nation’s troublesome rift, to bring desolate and  broken families together through the fragile connection of correspondence.  Cody never rode for the Pony Express, but it made sense that he wished he  had. If the adventures he recounted were ones he had heard or read elsewhere, he claimed them as his own in part because he was still seeking to be  the bearer of news that could save the family—just as he had sought to be  when he climbed out of a sickbed to straddle a pony and ride to the rescue of  his father.
The stature of the Pony Express increased through its association with  Buffalo Bill’s Wild West show, where the union of man and horse headed  west with the mail came to symbolize not only the last redoubt of organic  labor before ascendant technology and the reunited family and nation, but  also the grafting of the Far West onto America. The unruly, racially distinctive Indians, the mixed-blood Mexicans and perfidious Mormons, the savage, weird nature of the mysterious frontier with its vast herds of buffalo and  rumored hot springs, deserts, unending prairie and endless sky—all of these  were now joined to the republic. In no small way, the Pony Express rider  embodied this hybrid conjunction of wilderness and civilization. The young white man barely in control of the beast beneath him represented America  joined to the West’s untamed promise and peril. Thus, contemporaries  hailed the Pony Express not only as a fast mail service, not just as a man on a  horse, but as a horse-man, and sometimes a hippogriff, a mythical beast with  the body of a horse, the head of a lion, and the wings of an eagle. Most of all,  though, as Donald C. Biggs has noted, descriptions of the Pony Express  often fuse the rider and the horse, sometimes explicitly, sometimes by failing  to mention the existence of a rider at all. “The image becomes more animal  and rather less than human; what truly emerges is the centaur.” 80
Buffalo Bill Cody could not have explained all this. At least, he never did.  But intuitively, he understood from a young age that the story of the Pony  Express was about much more than delivering mail. Growing up beside the  trail to California, he saw the nation moving west, and in his own front yard  heard the lamentations of families sundered by emigration to Colorado and  exotic, alluring, and faraway California.
One last, seldom-noticed story in his autobiography suggests his connection of the West and the longing for family reunion. Shortly before he  staked his claim in Kansas, Isaac Cody took his son Will on a trip to trade  with Kickapoo Indians, just inside Kansas Territory. For the eight-year-old  boy, the trip not only provided a first glimpse of Indians, but also a chance  meeting with a long-lost relative who proved to be the boy’s first showman  mentor. While camped near the Indian agency (the headquarters of the government’s representative to the Kickapoos), father and son saw a herd of  horses “approaching from the West, over the California trail,” driven by  “seven or eight mounted men, wearing sombreros, and dressed in buckskin,  with their lariats dangling from their saddles.”81 When one of the horse  drovers ventured over to meet Mr. Cody, “my father called to me to come  and see a genuine Western man; he was about six feet two inches tall, was  well built, and had a light, springy and wiry step. He wore a broad-brimmed  California hat, and was dressed in a complete suit of buckskin, beautifully  trimmed and beaded.” After a cheerful reunion, the westerner assisted  young Will in the breaking of the two ponies which Isaac had just bought  from the Kickapoos. Then he demonstrated riding tricks which he claimed  to have learned as a circus rider in Hawaii, and in California, where he had  also been a “bocarro,” or vaquero, a Mexican cowboy.82
It sounds too good to be true, and perhaps it is, but both Julia and  William Cody recalled that the stranger proved to be Horace Billings, a  long-lost nephew of Isaac’s. Over the summer Billings took the boy with  him on short trips out on the Plains to catch wild horses, which they sold for  cash at the nearby military post. Billings departed for the Far West that  fall.83
There is, in fact, nothing intrinsically incredible about William Cody’s  colorful version of the story. In the early nineteenth century, young men did  run away to sea. Hawaii was a major port of call. Many of the first immigrants to gold rush California came from the Hawaiian Islands. There were  circuses that toured the goldfields and the Pacific in the 1840s and ’50s, and  even if Billings had not been in a circus, many people in the West imitated  circus riding tricks for amusement. Wild horses were endemic to California  and the Southwest. Americans—and Mexicans, and Indians—did venture  out to the Plains for horse-capturing, or “mustanging,” expeditions, either  to capture and break horses, or to trade for Indian horses, which they then  drove to the exploding markets of the midwestern frontier. The Santa Fe  Trail, the most popular route for this trade, connected the Far Southwest to  Saint Joseph, Missouri, and ran near the Kickapoo Indian agency. 84
But whether or not Billings was a real figure, Cody’s story about him suggests how he thought about the West as a place from which fatherly heroes  emerged. The man’s mastery of horses reassured the young boy, whose older  brother had died beneath a volatile mare the year before. When Little Gray,  a troublesome horse, began to sprint for home, “Billings stood straight up  on his back, and thus rode him into camp. As he passed us he jumped to the  ground, allowed the horse to run to the full length of the lariat, when he  threw him a complete somersault.”85
Cody’s memory of Billings was of a consummate horseman, a buckskin-clad showman, mentor, and father figure. “Everything that he did, I wanted  to do,” recalled the theatrical star. “He was a sort of hero in my eyes, and I  wished to follow in his footsteps.”86 Those footsteps led both westward and  into show business.
The expedition to the Kickapoo Indian agency showed young Will Cody  his first Indians, and also a white man who came out of the West over the  California trail, having mastered Mexican horsecraft and wild horses, too.  The most striking thing about Billings is how much he resembles the future  Buffalo Bill Cody himself, a horseman from the West in finely beaded buckskin and a broad-brimmed hat, “six feet two inches tall,” and “well built”  with a “light, springy and wiry step.”
THE FUTURE LAY WEST. And for the young man who turned his eyes that  way after the Civil War was over, the memory of Horace Billings, the glorious man who rode out of the West, made it seem a wonderful place indeed.  In William Cody’s memory, some harbinger of his own future self rode to  him across the Plains from California that summer. Isaac Cody would never come home again. But in William Cody’s mind, the western trails brought  absent father figures back to the family.
When Cody recounted his life story in future years, he told himself into  those trails. In 1867, he had the first of several encounters with writer and  railroad agent William Webb. In 1873, Webb published a description of  Cody as a man who crossed the Plains “twice as a teamster, while a mere boy,  and has spent the greater part of his life on it since.” 87 The story was true.  Cody traveled from Leavenworth to Denver when he was fourteen. He  made another trip to Denver in 1863, and raced back to be with his dying  mother.88 He told Webb nothing about the Pony Express.
Two years after Webb’s first meeting with Cody, the dime novelist Ned  Buntline toured the West and met William Cody, then an army scout. The  two men plied each other with drink and western yarns. Buntline soon published the first version of Cody’s life story. It was highly fictionalized, but  had many real elements of Cody’s life, including fights with Charles Dunn  and other bushwhackers, and a friendship with Wild Bill Hickok. But it contained nary a mention of the Pony Express.89
Cody’s fame as a hunting guide and dramatic actor made him the subject  of many newspaper interviews in the early 1870s. But he never said anything  about being in the Pony Express until 1874. He had been a stage star for a  year and a half when he suddenly blurted out to a newspaperman that he  “rode the pony express route from St. Jo to San Francisco” in 1860. By the  end of the month, he was announcing himself as the “ first rider who started on  the route.”90
William Cody created the persona of Buffalo Bill not as a western man  alone, but as a man who grew up connecting East and West, the Far West  and the States, frontier and home. It was California and the Far West that  harbored the youthful manliness and wild horse spirit that so entranced the  young boy, and journeying out of that West came familial reunion and adulation. In his mind, the trail to the Far West was the path to manhood, and  lost family, too. In his memory of his youth, the trails betokened his own  ideal future. In his memory, the Wild West show in some sense came to him  from over that far horizon.
William Cody’s 1879 autobiography did not recount his childhood so much  as reinvent it. Much more than a memoir of real events, the book mixed  truth and fiction, to cast the child Will Cody as the protagonist of an American myth. The boy came up through hard times by dint of his own energy,  hard work, and good luck and great connections. He grew up holding  together the nation with the Pony Express, fighting for its families by battling the Mormons. If these were lies, they were skillfully told ones, and  there was a method to them. They appealed to his audience, but, just as  important, they retained and embellished a genuine aspect of his childhood  struggle to defend his family. At eleven years old, he was the eldest surviving  male in a family blasted by the border wars, lurching toward poverty,  afflicted with the violence of their enemies.
The desperate effort to protect the Cody family from the maelstrom  which engulfed them was a burden that passed from Isaac and Mary, neither  of whom lived to see its conclusion, to their eldest children, Julia—who was  twenty and married when her mother died—and William, who was a mere  seventeen.
In recalling the weight of that load, the grown-up William Cody never  dwelt on its darkness. He was innately optimistic, a characteristic which  served him well in show business. But to understand him, his biography, and  the many lies he told about both, we need only recall the boy who rose from  a sickbed, leapt to the back of his pony, and outran border ruffians to meet  his father at Grasshopper Falls. One of the reasons we may believe this story  is because of details Cody left out, which emerged long after, from other  sources. When Buffalo Bill told the story in The Life of Buffalo Bill in 1879,  he said he got away from his pursuers and found his father, having “arrived  in ample time to inform him of the approach of his old enemies.”91 He left  out details his sister provided: his stop at the neighbor’s, the horse covered  with vomit, being put to bed by his concerned friend, and the fact that his  father turned out not to be in danger. William Cody left out the panic, the  illness, his own weakness. He left out the terror.
The Kansas border wars brought terror for many families, and we can  only wonder how many boys and girls rode fast horses to warn parents of  impending doom. What were they thinking, during these races to save family from destruction? They likely feared falling from the back of the galloping horse at every bump in the road or hidden hole in the fields across which  they made their dark and dangerous journeys. Did they fear that they would  die? Perhaps they did not want to remember. Perhaps, like William Cody,  they wanted to forget the terror, and to remember something else. When he  thought of himself on a horse, he wanted to be like his cousin: a genuine  western man who mastered this most powerful beast with the natural skill  that came from being a westerner. The loss of fathers wreaked havoc on  family after family in eastern Kansas in the 1850s, despite the best efforts of  their loved ones to protect them. Thus the Wild West show, for all its colorful posters and glamorous Pony Express mythology, has in its origin this  genuine scene of heroism: a darkling Kansas meadow and a winding road,  the hoofbeats of a galloping horse, a child clinging to its back with a sob of  fear in his throat, and terrible loss on his horizon.
CAREFUL READERS will notice something else about Cody’s very tall boyhood tales. His autobiography is remarkably truthful until the death of his  father, whereupon he launches into his Mormon War adventure. In rapid  succession come all the tales of prospecting, Indian fighting, and the Pony  Express. After the death of his father, Cody turns our eyes west, distracting  us from the dark, briefer tale of another journey he soon took, to the east  and the south. By the late 1870s, when Cody sat down to write his autobiography, slavery had been consigned to history. It was no longer a national  issue, the way the future of Indians and the West still was. Cody was a  preternaturally talented reader of cultural longings, and so he downplayed  his participation in the Civil War and its bloody Kansas prelude as southern,  part of the past, in favor of advancing himself as a product of the West, the  region of the nation’s future. If his imaginary boyhood West was so golden,  it was in part because it hid from public view, and perhaps from his own  mind, the sense of desperation, loss, and the longing for revenge which consumed him upon the death of his father.

CHAPTER TWO
The Attack on the Settler’s Cabin
THE SETTLER RETURNED from his hunt. His wife stepped out the  door to greet him. A shout in the near distance. Turning, the settler  confronted an Indian racing toward the house, dazzling and fierce in his  feathers and war paint. Raising his rifle, the hunter fired and saw the man  topple into the dust. An outburst of cries and screams erupted from nearby,  and suddenly, the lonesome cabin became the center of a swirling mass of  mounted Indian warriors, guns blazing. The settler and his wife retreated  through the door, their children helping to load and fire guns through the  windows. But the Indians were too many. They came ever closer to the cabin.  The war cries were terrifying, the roar of guns and smoke filled the air. They  were even closer now. The destruction of the tiny frontier home was only a  moment away.
But suddenly—another yell, and the Indians now turned to face the  massed guns of a long-haired Buffalo Bill Cody and an entourage of whooping, shooting cowboys! A fierce fight ensued. Indians and cowboys dropped  from saddles, their bodies thudding into the dust. But finally, the last of the  Indians rode out of sight. As the settler family emerged from the cabin to  thank the scout and his cowboy militia, another sound rolled over the home,  a roar, as the audience applauded, stamped their feet, and stood.
FOR MOST OF the Wild West show’s long life, the climactic finale of the  drama was the “Attack on the Settler’s Cabin.” Figuratively, that lightning-quick courier of the Pony Express and all the other horsemen who charged  around the arena, from the drivers of the Deadwood Stage to the families on  the wagon train, were bound for the cabin that appeared in the show’s final  act. They fought Indians and yelled and raced in circles, on their way to this  mock family home.
The image of home salvation reinforced the most persistent claim of  Buffalo Bill’s Wild West show: that Buffalo Bill Cody was the savior of the settler family. The cabin rescue finale was not the only family scene in the  show. White families also rode in the wagon train which trundled into the  arena, and which was then attacked by Indians, who were, of course, driven  off by Buffalo Bill. There was the oddly humorous and elegant scene in  which Buffalo Bill, the cowboys, and the show’s cowgirls performed a Virginia reel on horseback, a tableau which suggested that settler men and  women could join for courting and marriage even on the rough-and-tumble  frontier. The family theme ran through acts from which Cody was absent,  too. Annie Oakley spent sixteen years with the show, performing as its star  shooter, and everybody knew that she was married to Frank Butler, the man  who held her targets. They were a handsome, wholesome couple. The fact  that she fired a gun at targets in his hands, over and over, without ever so  much as grazing him, made them seem somehow weird proof of the marital  covenant’s protection. Much of the time, the settler’s cabin stood in the  arena from the show’s beginning, positioned slightly toward one end, so that  all of the other show acts swirled around it. The audience could tell that the  home was where the action would culminate.1
Cody cultivated the connection between Buffalo Bill and home defense  for his entire public career. It was a major component of his theatrical performances, which began in 1872, and as we have seen, it was a consistent  thread in the autobiography of 1879. In one of the book’s yarns about the  Civil War, the spy William Cody protects the home of a Missouri secessionist from being plundered by Union soldiers, an action which left him “happy  in the thought that I had done a good deed, and with no regrets that I had  saved from pillage and destruction the home and property of a confederate  and his family.”2 The story was undoubtedly fictional (as we shall see), but it  suggests that for Cody, family defense even trumped wartime enmity. Such a  code of honor no doubt appealed to northern and southern readers alike,  longing as they were for national reunion.
Cody did not invent family defense as an entertainment attraction—he  merely perfected it. The “Settler’s Cabin” finale of Buffalo Bill’s Wild West  show seems to have been implemented by Nate Salsbury after he became  the show’s managing partner in 1884. Even then, it was hardly new. White  family defense was a consistent motif in popular literature, art, and entertainment throughout the life of the republic. Myriad writers, dramatists, and  artists portrayed Indian war as the necessary precursor to family salvation.  In inscribing a frontier line between domestic order and savagery, Buffalo  Bill’s Wild West made Cody himself into a chief bulwark of the American  family. In a sense, the arc of Buffalo Bill’s life touched earth at one end with  the speeding pony, at the other with the family home.
Despite the fact that he never actually drove an Indian war party away  from anybody’s home, Cody assumed the role of the white family’s defender with the natural grace that comes from experience and conviction. If he was  not the first to portray frontier warfare as the fight for domestic bliss, his  commitment to it reflected some belief in the essential reality of the scene.  Indeed, home salvation was much on his mind as a boy.
But the frontiersmen of myth are not domesticated. They straddle the  line between civilization and savagery. In his actual life, if Cody was  defender of the home, he could also be its assailant. As a teenager, he found  that staving off family destruction meant earning money, a challenge which  required him to leave his own home repeatedly and for extended periods. In  the early 1860s, he was inspired by fellow Kansans who combined the hunt  for money with the quest for revenge.
THROUGHOUT the late 1850s, many Free Kansans longed for vengeance  against their tormentors in Missouri. When the Civil War erupted on April  12, 1861, they got their chance. In the absence of a strong occupation by  either army, the border of Kansas and Missouri exploded in a vast paramilitary conflagration, as competing bands of Union jayhawkers and secessionist bushwhackers embarked on wars of pillage, rapine, and murder. Jayhawker  and bushwhacker alike rousted their enemies from their cabins at night and  dispensed beatings, mutilations, hangings, and shootings. They stole, savaged, and ruined.3
And they burned homes. George Caleb Bingham, a Unionist, described  the devastating progress of a leading anti-slavery regiment, the Seventh  Kansas Volunteer Cavalry, better known as Jennison’s Jayhawkers, on their  raid from Kansas to Missouri in 1861. Their “entire route from Independence to Westpoint may be traced by the ruins of the dwellings of our citizens, which were first pillaged and then burned without discrimination or  mercy. As they were generally constructed of wood, they are now but heaps  of ashes, above which the tall chimneys remain in their solitude.” In 1862,  Jennison’s regiment fell on the town of Dayton, Missouri, and burned forty-six of forty-seven homes. When they reached the partially burned town of  Morristown, they burned the rest. One eyewitness, awed by the horror they  inflicted near Kingsville, remembered: “I counted one evening, while standing on Brushy Knob, one hundred and sixty houses on fire.”4
The Bleeding Kansas years had seen house burnings, too, but the  increasing frequency and scale of home destruction makes it hard to overstate the impact of the Civil War on settlers along the Kansas-Missouri line.  Throughout the United States, and more so on the western border, the premier social institution was the family, and the premier economic, educational, and social welfare establishment was the family home. In a society where federal, state, and local governments were weak, where educational  institutions were rudimentary, where a multiplicity of churches competed  for the attention of minority churchgoers, the family home was the chief  organizing unit. The home was where children were conceived and delivered, where much of their education took place, where they and their parents produced most of the family’s wealth, and where they relaxed and  enjoyed their lives and one another. As they grew, children would move into  homes of their own, and in those homes they would care for aged parents as  well as their own progeny. The home thus enfolded the present and future  of the family that created it.5
All wars destroy families and homes. In the American South, the Civil  War would turn on the destruction of cities and the ravaging of rural plantations, and in the process many thousands of homes were damaged or ruined.  But the absence of other institutions across much of Kansas made the  destruction of homes, and the families they contained, even more poignant  and devastating.
One of the ironies of the guerrilla war in Kansas and Missouri was that  in firing the homes of their enemies, and in the most extreme cases killing  or driving away their families altogether, partisans removed the one institution which constrained boys and men from extended guerrilla forays. With  no families to protect, and no family farms to tend, young men were free—  or driven—to pursue revenge. Fierce raids by one band of partisans thus  gave rise to more partisans in opposition. “Now,” one guerrilla concluded,  “when you find a dozen, twenty-five, fifty, or one hundred men whose lives  have come together in this way, you can understand how they come to be  terrors.”6
Will Cody was fifteen years old in 1861. As far as he and his family were  concerned, pro-slavery partisans had murdered Isaac. For years, they had  threatened his mother, his sisters, and his little brother, Charlie. And as  Kansas jayhawkers took the war to Missouri on their own terms, he rode  with them.
By his own account, in 1861, he took up with a gang of horse thieves bent  on avenging the losses of Free Kansas settlers by stealing from their pro-slavery neighbors. He left this crowd after his mother objected. 7
But then, in 1862, he “became one of the red legged scouts,” a paramilitary unit dedicated, at least by their own reckoning, to the defense of  Kansas, and whose name was derived from the red leather garters they wore  to distinguish themselves. The Red Legs did not keep lists of members, or  any other records. Boys and men joined and departed as they wished. Cody  says he remained with the Red Legs until the spring of 1863. As he  recounted, “our field of operations was confined mostly to the Arkansas  country and southwestern Missouri. We had many a lively skirmish with the bushwhackers and Younger brothers, and when we were not hunting them,  we were generally employed in carrying dispatches between Forts Dodge,  Gibson, Leavenworth, and other posts.”8
Given the fictional nature of his western tales, we must be careful in  accepting his claims about the border war. But several clues suggest there is  some truth to this account. First, he barely mentions this period at all,  choosing not to mythologize it beyond “many a lively skirmish” with the  likes of the Younger brothers. He takes little opportunity to embellish what  could have been a highly colored narrative.
Second, his sister Julia’s memoir confirms his extensive forays with the  Red Legs. Unlike the Pony Express stories, which she summarizes in two  sentences with no new detail, and in contrast to other adventures where she  simply quotes him at length, she offers far more detail on his Red Leg days  than he does. Thus, she writes that he was out with “the Red Legged  Scouts” throughout much of late 1861, and that, as their mother fell ill  again, “he stayed home that winter and went to school most of the time,”  occasionally leaving “for several days” when “the Scouts sent for him to go  out on a Scouting Tour.” The association between William Cody and the  Red Legs rings of something other than pure fiction.9
Biographers typically dismiss these experiences as incidental. But Cody’s  affiliation with a band guilty of some of the region’s most brutal persecutions suggests a dark counterweight to his gleaming boyhood tales of Pony  Express heroism. Elvira Scott, of Miami, Missouri, might have seen the sixteen-year-old Will Cody. If so, she was not favorably impressed. The Red  Legs “were about the lowest, most desperate looking specimens of humanity it has ever been my lot to witness.” Another Missourian described the  settler exodus for St. Louis as the Red Legs raided into the countryside.  “The roads are lined with movers driven away from thare homes by Red  Legs. . . . The Red Legs are desolating the country, they have no respect for  any person’s political opinions.”10 Red Leg depredations grew so extreme,  their exactions of property and lives from innocent civilians so consistent  and terrifying, that the provisional governor of Missouri begged President  Lincoln to restrain them.11
There are some intriguing hints that Cody was with the Red Legs on  some of their forays. Some of the most wrenching testimony about Red Leg  savagery comes from the region of Lexington, Missouri, where carriage  maker Willard Mendenhall wrote that in the spring of 1862, the Red Legs  were so uncontrolled, “they appear to be a band of murderers and robers,”  burning homes and pillaging Unionist and secessionist alike.12 Was Cody  with them? Throughout his adult life, he stood out. Tall, handsome, and  with a pronounced sense of style and timing, he was recognizable from an  early age, and it may be that Lexington residents noticed him that spring. After the war, in 1866, while traveling aboard a Missouri River steamboat  out of St. Louis, Cody recalled, “There happened to be on board the boat an  excursion party from Lexington, Missouri, and those comprising it seemed  to shun me, for some reason which I could not account for.” When another  passenger advised, “They say that you are one of the Kansas jay-hawkers,  and one of Jennison’s house-burners”—victims of pro-Union guerrillas  often lumped their persecutors together as “Jennison’s” soldiers—Cody  confirmed that he “was in Kansas during the border ruffian war.” Then,  almost as an afterthought, he mused, “Perhaps these people know who I  am....”13
The Red Legs were unsalaried guerrillas. They supported themselves  through the theft and sale of their victims’ belongings. Indeed, Red Legs  often chose targets for their property, not their politics. Pro-Union settlers  frequently complained that jayhawkers, and the Red Legs in particular, stole  their property as if they were secessionists. But there was little to be done.  No lawmen dared stop them. During the Civil War, the towns of Leavenworth and Lawrence served as Red Leg entrepôts, where they auctioned  stolen goods with impunity, in the open street.14
Looting and sale of goods reflected the hunger for cash not just of the  Red Legs, but of Kansans generally. Modern nostalgia for subsistence farmers has created a powerful mythology of settler independence, but in reality,  by 1850 almost all westerners were entangled in market relations to some  degree. Isaac Cody’s stints as stagecoach owner, salaried farm manager, mill  owner, land speculator, and hay contractor for the army suggest a dedication  less to raising crops than to raising cash. His farm was just one of many businesses he ran. The farm equipment stolen from his home by bushwhackers  included modern technological implements, such as the plow, mow, and hay  rake, all of which were bought with specie. Like other rural families, the  Codys produced some food for the family table, but increasingly they  required cash to buy new farm technology which allowed them to cultivate  larger parcels, grow more surplus crops, and buy more consumer goods.  Kansas during the Civil War was home to a people always in need of money,  and the Cody family, which had been comparatively well off, perhaps  needed it more than most.15 
Indeed, the moneymaking ethic so prevalent on the Kansas frontier  seems to have been especially strong among the Cody children, particularly  Julia and Will. As Julia put it, “I don’t think there ever was 2 children that  had more Responsibility than we did.”16 The absence of Isaac Cody’s  income left them with a large and ever present need for money to provide  for their young siblings, and the insistence on making money above other  needs could extend to the most intimate family relations. In 1862, Julia  Cody decided to marry. In her conversations with husband-to-be Al Goodman, she said, “I would tell him to let’s Talk Business, not love for my marrying was a Business Proposition....”17
The allure of the Red Legs for a boy in need of money was considerable.  The shreds of evidence for the teenage William Cody’s activities in this  period suggest that he, like the Red Legs, “confiscated” property for commercial gain. He “took it for granted that as Missouri was a slave state the  inhabitants must all be secessionists, and therefore our enemies.” Since he  had “a longing and revengeful desire to retaliate upon the Missourians for  the brutal manner in which they had treated and robbed my family,” stealing  Missouri horses was a way of “getting back our own, or the equivalent, from  the Missourians.”18
Cody mingled his stolen Missouri horses with others closer to home. In  May of 1862—during the very period in which William Cody says he was  with the Red Legs—Mary Cody returned at least two horses to the Union  army’s Third Wisconsin Cavalry, near Leavenworth. According to her  sworn affidavit, the horses were found to have strayed from the post, and  they were brought to her by son William Cody. Military authorities  demanded to know where he was. “Absent,” she told them. Mary Cody visited the fort twice for this purpose, and for her trouble was paid a $2 bounty  on each horse.19 Was William Cody merely returning loose horses he  rounded up? Did he confiscate them from a secessionist who had stolen  them in the first place? Or was he, like so many Red Legs, stealing horses  from Unionist and secessionist alike, and making a little money by returning  them for the bounty? Did he hand them over to his mother so she could  protect him from suspicion? Was his mother, who disapproved of his jay-hawking, returning stolen horses he had left in her care? If he was not stealing horses, why did Mary Cody refuse to reveal her son’s whereabouts?  Eventually, Union army patrols pursued jayhawkers and Red Legs because  their thieving lowered regional support for the anti-slavery cause. Cody  recalled that his first forays into horse theft ended when “government officials” finally “put detectives upon our track, and several of the party were  arrested.” Were those officials pursuing the band because they stole government horses? 20
Whoever the victims of his thievery were, Cody was now fatherless and  adrift in a world where targeted violence—anti-slavery or pro-slavery—  easily spread into general violence against anybody who had property or was  in the way. Among the partisans along the Kansas-Missouri border were any  number of criminals who worked both sides of the conflict, robbing and  killing secessionist and Unionist alike. Whether he served as partisan or  mostly as an observer, Cody rode through the same social chaos that  spawned the James, Dalton, and Younger brothers of future outlaw infamy,  not to mention bloody Confederate murderers like William Quantrill, William “Bloody Bill” Anderson, and, on the other side, the insatiably murderous Union partisan, Charles “Doc” Jennison.21
The temptation to borrow a few Union horses and return them for the  money must have been considerable. We cannot know if Cody burned  houses, as some Missourians alleged, but he rode with men who did. And  however he did it, he made money. As his sister Julia recalled of his time  with the Red Legs, “the money that Willie Brought Home and gave to  Mother was a big help.”22
Mimicking the pattern set by Isaac Cody, and in keeping with practices  of many men of fighting age during the war, young Will Cody was frequently abroad for prolonged periods. The long period of violence imposed  such severe strain on the civil order that child rearing and family bonds generally were difficult to achieve or sustain. The gangs of armed men who  roamed the countryside were renowned for drunkenness and debauchery in  Kansas towns. White and black refugees from Missouri, and anti-slavery  Indians routed out of Indian territory to the south, poured into the towns of  Leavenworth, Lawrence, and Atchison, contributing to a profound sense of  social disorder and anomie. The refugees included or attracted large numbers of prostitutes, vagrants, pickpockets, and thieves. Soldiers and settlers  walked the streets among teamsters, steamboat sailors, Mexican traders,  Indians, fugitive slaves, and any number of outlaws and killers who styled  themselves Free State militiamen, many of whom packed the towns’ numerous saloons, bordellos, and gambling halls.23 The relentless violence of this  society shocked even enthusiastic brawlers like James Butler Hickok, later  known as Wild Bill, who wrote to his sister from Kansas in 1858, “You dont  [k]no[w] what a Country this is for drinking and fighting . . . this is no place  for women and children....” 24
In Leavenworth and elsewhere, bands of men wearing red leather garters  were a frequent, intimidating sight on the streets. Cody’s prosaic, brief  descriptions of town visits during his Red Leg days have an undercurrent of  menace. “Whenever we were in Leavenworth we had a festive time. We  usually attended all the balls in full force, and ‘ran things’ to suit ourselves.”25 Whether he was actually a Red Leg or not, he knew Leavenworth  and its wartime dissipation intimately.
In November 1863, William Cody returned home to tend his ailing  mother, but soon thereafter Mary Cody died. William Cody was bereft. In  his autobiography, he recalled taking himself back to Leavenworth for two  months, during which time he became “a very ‘hard case,’ ” drinking himself  to the point of “dissipation” in the town’s unsavory wartime society. The loss  of his mother, “whom I had so tenderly loved,” meant another severing of  family bonds. The alienation was complete when he awoke one morning,  “after having been under the influence of bad whisky,” and found himself a soldier in the Seventh Kansas Volunteer Cavalry, the regiment better known  as Jennison’s Jayhawkers. 26
Cody’s career with the Seventh Kansas was remarkable for its lack of distinction. The regiment fought mostly in the Old Southwest, helping to  crush Nathan Bedford Forrest in Mississippi and General Sterling Price in  Missouri. His service record reveals almost nothing of his duties during this  time, although the Seventh Kansas Volunteers saw fierce combat at Tupelo,  and Cody must have been there. He later claimed he was a scout and a spy,  and that he renewed his acquaintance with Wild Bill Hickok while both  were spying. We should remain doubtful of these tales. For one thing, they  are mere copies of stories that were widely circulated about Hickok at the  time. For another, spying and scouting seem unlikely postings for Cody, a  soldier who—according to official records—was ordered to serve as a hospital orderly in January 1865, and who four weeks later took up a cushy post as  messenger for an office of the Freedmen’s Bureau in St. Louis.27
The heroism of protecting family must have seemed all the more important to him by war’s end, when he journeyed back to his own family in  Kansas. His little brother, Charlie, was sick, and the boy died in October  1865. The family’s sadness only accented the sorrow visited on the region by  the recent conflict. The fearsome war on the home which had absorbed  Cody’s energies had also engulfed the countryside. There were so few people across the once thickly populated farmlands of Missouri that much of the  state was silent. One traveler recorded a journey from one town to another  in which he “did not pass one house,” and in truth, “there was neither town  nor village” to be found in the entire county. The population of another  county had sunk to six families.28 In western Missouri, one returning exile  recounted that “for miles and miles, we saw nothing but lone chimneys to  mark the spots where happy homes stood. It seemed like a vast cemetery—  not a living thing to break the silence.”29 On the Kansas side of the line, the  scene was much the same. When they remembered the war, the people of  Kansas and Missouri would be horrified not just by the violence, the vengefulness of the partisans, or the destruction of property. As one journalist  reflected, this “most alarming picture of war that can be painted” was the  consequence of “the frightful spirit of hate and revenge” with which partisans continually hunted one another, “resulting in the most fearful loss and  breaking up of family ties.”30
The war on the family home was the definitive experience of William  Cody’s young life. In it, he was, like so many others, both victim and perpetrator. The man who experienced real war on a home front as casualty and  victor would spend most of his adult life trying to become a builder of family  and community, and representing himself as the savior of the white family  home. The Wild West show cut a swath through American entertainments for three decades beginning in the 1880s, and most of its audience were  northerners and urbanites who did not live in Kansas or the South. They did  not lose homes in the Civil War. Their sense of vulnerability about home  and family had many other sources, from exploding slums in America’s cities  to labor unrest that came close to insurrection. William Cody understood  those anxieties intuitively, and he knew that his simulated attack on a settler’s cabin gave them a sense of participation in the show’s drama.
Buffalo Bill Cody himself never drove Indians away from a cabin. But he  had certainly defended a home from savage attack, and longed to wage war  on the homes of his enemies from his earliest days.
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