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. not uncommon for a Nebraskan to travel to the Buffalo Bill Ranch State

:cal Park In North Platte, Nebraska. Also called Scout’s Rest Ranch, the
ik ge of land that the famous Buffalo Bill once called home is located
d a half hours west from Omaha. At the park stands a tall, white
ome and a large red barn that is now filled with Wild West show
and other memorabilia (See Fig. 1 and 2). For those interested
in an assortment of Buffalo Bill themed or western souvenirs, the Fort Cody Trading
Post IS located a couple miles away, right off the interstate exit. In front of the Fort
Cody Trading Post a giant two-dimensional replica of Buffalo Bill towers over the
parking lot, .nd inside houses a detailed, miniature motorized replica of the Buffalo
gill Wild West Show. Visiting North Platte it is understandable why many
Nebraskans believe Buffalo Bill is a fellow Nebraskan. William F. Cody, as he is
named on his birth certificate, was a scout for the 5" Calvary in Fort McPherson,
opened the “The Wild West, Rocky Mountain and Prairie Exhibition” in Omaha on
May 17, 1883, and was placed in the Nebraska Hall of Fame in 1967." Current
Nebraska websites and books continue to call Buffalo Bill a Nebraskan and cite his
'n;fé‘bn_trihutiﬂns to the state. Yet, despite all the claims of his “Nebraskaness,” it
can é::, to miss that the state celebrates a man who was born in lowa, died in
Colorado, and spent much of his life travelling across the country.
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The desire to claim Buffalo Bill as Nebraska’s own raises a question of why
askans— -its historians and proud locals alike—would endeavor or care to do so.
v, Nebraska, like many Midwest states, has fewer icons or remarkable
ic landmarks that enable it to place itself within a recognized national
1ess. 6f'the readers here, Nebraska is not as well-known as Texas, known
-'T'f..-_l or its BBQ, to name a few of Texas’s claims to fame. Aside
| list of famous actors, directors, and sports stars that were born within
d the ‘occasional national championship win of the University of
ball team, Nebraska does not frequent many American history
ake most national news stories comparatively to other states in the
earth of nationally recognized events to define its identity, many in
1an ac Qj constructing an identity through a “different sort of
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imaginative work.”? Kent C. Ryden explains in his article “Writing the Midwest:
History. Literature and Regional Identity” that Midwestern states frequently create
identity by amplifying the significance of the local and accentuating the role of the
known people, places. and events. This history gives equal significance to
ocal hero as it does to asserting itself into
national memory: both acts validate the desire for those within the state to claim it
has a history that matters. This crafted identity, Ryden posits, is an act of “selection,
ng, and public and artistic reinforcement of certain episodes, periods, and

'3 Buffalo Bill fits into this identity construction by performing the roles
the national icon that

nationally
commemorating and valorizing the

privileg

personages.’
of both the local hero that is remembered within the state and

Nebraska can claim some possession toward. In asserting ownership of Buffalo Bill
and his history. this essay explains how and why Nebraskans have built and
performed a selected state history connected to Cody that is based on notions of
space and imagination. The state stakes the legitimacy of its claim on the idea that
the man known as Buffalo Bill lived on this land, performed on this soil, and
ed to the state’s history and identity in a way that is transient, real, and

v
s

never fully contested.

falo Bill’s Ties to Nebraska
A

‘*n Cody was born in Leclaire, lowa on February 26, 1846. Cody
_in many locations across the Midwest during his lifetime. Yet, it 1Is m

1 I1

-_.';_:.-f?f__ Buffalo Bill first staged his renowned “Buffalo Bill’s Wild West
> first dress rehearsal occurred in 1883 in Columbus. Nebraska. Cody had
n other shows prior, but the Wild West Show reinvented the possibility
sopular, live western-themed entertainment could be. He was deemed the
ee idol...No Hollywood star ever rose to recognition and fortune with
"t is a strong description, but all the more noteworthy given that
live u the age of social media and was not a box office film star. His
yopula :/ nevertheless flourished for a considerable time during his
rmer W P.T. Barnum-like figure. His Wild West Shows were
complicated in spectacle and design, and symbolic of a type of
vas beginning to become increasingly rare by the end of the
the show itself ran for thirty-three consecutive years, being

. of those years within the United States alone.” Its notable
Vill Rogers, Annie Oakley, and even Sitting Bull for a short
Louis S. Warren calls in his book Buffalo Bill's America
of frontier myth."" The show preserved a vision of America
dangerous as the West could be, or perhaps, more
Jarren describes the show as a response 0 a future that
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decadence.” .

West built on rugged

that audiences came in droves [«

West constructed and g
More remarkably, for Nebraskans, it was 8 We
d shows used many Nebraska !oca _
the soil of Nebraska. The ear ly stage

Cody built his first home in North Pg

and horses. During tlns time, y | ‘ ._
little” of this first residence, and the

“Welcome Wigwam.” “We know 19 Shonfii
eventually torn down rather than historically pres:?rve o y after ¢
Cody built Scout’s Rest Ranch out in North Platte “for public admirations
»10 The Nebraskan ranch was built and designed by i
brother-in-law in 1886, and given Buffalo Bill’s rising popularity and si
expense was spared” in its construction. I With his wife, Louisa, |
moving to the ranch in 1887, it was quickly recognized by the locals th
Buffalo Bill was in town...there was always something doing”—including
some of his shooting tricks for his show or creating a buzz around his rz
was “the handsomest house, [with] the biggest barns, [and] the u.:.,_—._;__g_
livestock in the country.”'? Cody seldom did anything on a small scale, ¢ In
home and grounds continued to be renovated, including the addition of
rooms in 1909. It is not surprising that the day to day was “always ple:
lively at the ranch.”'® Cody himself remained a character in town, somet s
pos:tlve reasons. Nellie Snyder Yost in Buffalo Bill includes interviews w
orth Platte locals, who described his excessive drinking and his *“assc -;:
ance hall girls” in town.'" Yost writes in great detail about the thlrty-@
Co t_;, called North Platte his “home and headquarters.”"

private enjoyment.’

Wh hile Cody’s stays were not always long given his business and lf"l
"’-"wi“*fﬂf as very much a part of the local culture. Cody lived at the ranch ol

il 1 t,l,ﬂ when he moved to what would later be called Cody, Wyn
' _.T_*' : unwnted marital  troubles  between Louisa and

=" §
L

ated his desire to move out of state. Yet, while Cody’s presence in 0
Jil u ly consistent, Louisa was a staple in the community. Over '
Cody would accommodate many politicians, entertainers, and
lavish home in the small town, which brought some Of

w“l in the nation deep into the state of Nebraska.

i
'-.._|

'S llfe is infused with many moments that place him wnthm Ne
ed to Nebraska's history. Even travelling to London in 13
hﬂchartﬁred the S. S. Nebraska.'® Perhaps no story .f'-_‘ t
lebraska more than the etymology of his populal
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«Honorable” Wwilliam F. Cody. It 15 said that Cody was elected to the Nebraska State
Legislature in 1872, but because of his growing popularity as a performer, he turned
down the position. Cody writes in his book, “I had always been a Democrat and the
State was largely Republican, 1 had no idea of being elected. In fact I cared very little
about it.”'" He kept the Honorable title, however. Kato Buss describes that the
decision to keep Honorable as part of his name “turned a momentary political career
into a lifelong legitimization of his heroic identity.”'® It was a legitimization that
Nebraska helped build; it was a legitimization that also served Nebraska in giving
some credit to its claims on Buffalo Bill. Interestingly, Warren writes that Cody
actually lost the election by forty-two votes."” Illustrating the blurriness of fact and
fiction when analyzing Cody’s life—something many scholars researching Cody

encounter—Buss writes:

“Yet, so much has been written about the King of the Border Men, that it is

difficult to distinguish fact from fiction. [. . .] Indeed, when considering the
scope of Cody’s career, from scout to showman, it is clear that, for most of

his life, he walked a line between man and myth.”*’

n linking :Nebraska to Cody and Cody to Nebraska, the outcome of the election is
Tr and the fact that he never served on the legislature is treated as a footnote.

“takin the title and using it unites Nebraska’s history with Cody’s history.
Il found value in using a title Nebraska bestowed and Nebraska remem-
- in __n_‘f_. ‘Lm_any Nebraskan centered texts about Cody that recall this event
0 keep the title. It was not the only time that Cody would receive
ebraska According to a placard located in Cody’s house at
1887 Nebraska Governor John Thayer appointed Cody
ate, representing Nebraska at the American Exhibition in

J-.q.g.;l‘

ent thz Nebraskans, then and now. desired Cody’s representation

has milestones threaded throughout Nebraska’s history and
her Midwestern states have also staked a claim in his history.
»1 n Oakley, Kansas, the Buffalo Bill Historic Center in
uff: Blll Museum in Le Claire, lowa that all vie for the
sre, Buffalo Bill may belong to a larger, national
. . Midwest he became part of an honored cultural
| iw and space. As Ryden suggests, against the
_ has nothing historically interesting to ofter,

y nﬂtruct the past anew from the materials at
nnd things which are marked as unique or
Platte, Nebraska there is a large annual
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aland Days. Celebrated since 1882,
carnival. art shows, frontier revue, and the Buffalo Bill Rodeo. Buffa
d memory that is active in North Platte during thﬁ
the remembered regional history is not ¢
which they stand.”** The soil of Nebrask
longing to Buffalo Bill’s Wilk
a rodeo in honor of Buffalo Bj

celebration called Nebrask:

to the embodie
describes that in the Midwest

spot in the past but a spot on
felt the stomping feet of the horses be

now feels the stomping feet of horses al
shared by history and the present, as if the current reenactment:

memories on the very ground below.

The ground below was not only the foundation of his perfo 1'-'
as Buffalo Bill, but it was ground that William Cody also humbly call
brought attention to North Platte being one of its revered resie
benefitted him too. Marvin Carlson describes that the traditional disty
an actor and their “personal experience and history” versus the cha
play. which has a separate history and experience, collapses in 2
performance. He writes that Buffalo Bill is a notable example of an r—a'
ﬁﬂ'ﬁmner playing “himself in countless staﬂe and later film reem
g days and fights with the Indians.”?* This of course ehd
'!_1 falo Bill” Cody performed was a construction of self-ag
worked in large part due to the authenticity he could claim by st _
5 of modesty, rural living, and ranching, something his Nor
H:em;ved with conftant ease among the aristocrats
uld still ride “into an arena on horseback. ..
‘5“ Bven though he would travel to big cities and spend mont
| '____"_J” > back home to Nebraska. And while this was not an
_-_; On to declare that he was stil] 1 cowboy at heart—the
% L ﬁl.lthcntlcny could stand with those roots planted

F_ ,;,—__ Slagle examining the notion of authenticity des

| Hr i 2 ::ondenie between a western individual or stor
Ve IStory.” He explains that the *
" fmasure of how well a western o
€18 should be,”?* While Slagle goes on to &
! mﬂs. and performances to aulhentlcatﬁ
- €xemplar. Cody himself was the one ¢
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«ready to comb the vast region to the northwest to gather, sort, and brand the catfle
ranging there.”?® Yet, while Cody did relish his time out on his property, Yost writes
«That the ranch was more of a diversion for Buffalo Bill than a business is thle1
consensus of most of his contemporaries.”*” His livelihood did not depend on his
ranching. and he instead was often more interested in keeping it fun—including
andom contests, cigars and liquor being shared with the men, and many poker
games. He appeared to like claiming being a rancher more than the realities of the
role. Yet there he was, a ranch owner nevertheless, with many cattle and many

horses, and a soon to be ostentatious rural home in Nebraska. By setting himself up

in Nebraska, he not only added to the landscape of North Platte and Nebraska in
colorful fashion (that Nebraskans like myself enjoy claiming), but it also cemented
him as the genuine article. It is a performative act that many politicians and national
reroes have before and since played, staking one’s authenticity in Midwestern roots,

en if it was an act Cody did not have to boldly proclaim. Instead, it is an act

_ claim on his behalf.

-.:'_'-"i;'-_:;‘-jl_fw;- a fair in the late 1880s that illustrated how Cody contributed to
d vitalization of the area, and that his ranch was considered “one of the
- American continent.”?® Walking around Scout’s Rest Ranch, the local
> bestowed to Cody is evident. Similar sentiments are embedded into
ourist spots. We travel to a location where someone was born or
srable occurred, hoping that being in the actual location has more

ply looking at a photograph of it. We believe the present location is
) "__embered. I too wanted to have this experience by revisiting
f_.rn g to investigate if a stronger connect ion between Cody and
> observed by walking around his house that stands on Nebraska
"" locations, the public also ensures that the space and site
. Joy Sather-Wagstaff writes in “Picturing Experience: A
srspective on Commemorative Historical Sites”™ that “An event in
inhe ently make historically meaningful the space in which it
ous social practices engender meaningfulness...enacted by
and the dialogic engagement between them at the event
brance of history that takes place on the same land: an
uffalo Bill in Nebraska, and his former house welcomes

ffalo Bill’s Nebraskan history meaningful and solidified.
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d Fact
factors complicates Nebraska’s d
One significant fact is how much Cody traveled. Liza

Vestern, “For all his western upbringing, his greatest

esire to claim Bufttalo
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« would take him far from the plains.”” Adf.litin‘nafly, Nebrs
Buffalo Bill as a Nebr askan with little regard that the man 15 no more
than he is an lowan, Coloradoan, Wyomingite, and Kansan. Supersedj g
claims. the prevailing impr ession described in many books about Buffa ;'~_
he is an American. Buffalo Bill remains an American icon that personi
wild. and western ideal that simultaneously called nowhere and every
Frank Christianson adds to this idea, writing in his introductio; n
autobiography, “Like the ever-shifting boundary of the America
Cody’s life was characterized by frenetic movement.””! Christianson’s
demonstrates how Cody’s dynamic life and his interest in restaging the
fontier are emblematic of the myth of Buffalo Bill, the America he I

Cody’s personal history and travels.

SUCCC!

To position Buffalo Bill within the context of one state can o¥
‘contribution to American history and national imagination as a whele=

travelling performer, belonging more to the road than any stationary s
epresented a collection of larger, national concepts. He perpetuated the di
wthic West, an American notion popularized in Bill’s shows, which def
-—.-r m ich as he defined it. His name conjures images of a Wild West the
' tedly lived and reenacted in performance. Simply, Buffalo Bill i
'- '?;r can who reached heights of popularity few performers ever da
ideas and debates regarding nationality, culture, race, and gendes
erical s ever will. One example includes his use of Native Americal ..J_ -
5 show ws. While “they generally were treated and paid the same
and encouraged to ‘‘retain their language and rituals,” #
51y’ stereotyped them as “mounted, war-bonneted wé
~ ﬂ?llmﬂtmn "% Buffalo Bill and his performances contint
bm scholars due to what he and his shows depicted and laf |

d about identity and performance.

L1 . .
“1O0S,

4 Blll's shows, “the audience believed he was the I%€ ‘}
nerc reenacting Wild West adventures on stage.” Wé |
ra ling Post store and museum it is apparent that *~.'"
' "?‘*3"-'? “d and commoditized is stewarded by a Pﬂ““:
uffalo Bill was, wanted (o be, and is remembered 10
A 0018 and hats, various western and Neblaskﬂﬂ .
‘ American jewelry for sale, and the walls at€
5”‘50"}’ throwback to walk inside the Stﬂm_
fﬂr out of step with Buffalo Blll't
ﬁ'ﬂlﬂ Bill experience in Nurth P

of an America that was once
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¢ that authenticity and wildness was never quite real—at least in the way Bill

even _ y
Cﬂnstruued it on stage. Buffalo Bill’s life and our memory of him straddle such
dichotomies. Many of the stories he performed were not history as fact but rather

history as imagination. “In the latter part of the nineteenth century,” writes Nicholas
in Becoming Western, it was a “particularly turbulent time in American history,” and
the notion of the West “took hold in the national consciousness.”* Today, this
nostalgia of what the West symbolized still holds some appeal for many Americans
in our ever-unsteady times. Helen McClure writes that the American West in popular
imagination “has always been a region of endless possibilities, a vast, magnificent,
ideal stage for the national drama of liberty, equality, and the pursuit of happiness.” =
She adds that the “heroic figures of the American West have provided familiar,
inspiring models for current conditions and problems, particularly during periods of
ﬁcanomlc transition, rapid cultural changes, or social stress.””® Cody provides us
h glory af a yesteryear we belleve may be engramed in our Amerlcan ethos—

LLL

l.

-_.l'--'

ﬂe:ntlrely de-legitimizes the idea that Cody was a man who enjoyed the
—-srx.u , the gun shooting, the small town he called home, and the
INC lstorlcrzmg Cody is complicated given his larger than life status,
hﬁ s imagination of the West and an America we no longer
u ability to often separate myth from fiction regarding his life.
:.fg_.m ate Buffalo Bill in a mutually indefinable real and definably
. Buffalo Bill exists as much in reality as a man who lived and
oes in “‘our imagined horizon” as a symbol of the West and a
rica we may still want to collectively recall.”” As is evident
'T';.- about Buffalo Bill one cannot help but paint him in
arge American ideals—something I too cannot seem to
“_,a Bill as a symbol of “not just westernness, but true
vodim ”nt of independence, self-sufficiency, and freedom.”
o that this performance by westerners depended “on
: Wﬁ from all things federal, eastern, and at times,

f_ /ed the part with zeal.

a

y definition of “authenticity” or the *“West”
purposes What interests me in NlCl’l{ﬂﬂS S

!’ltﬁd the opposite of federal, eastern, and
sseribe the Midwest itsell. This could be a

s have gravitated towards commemorating
h 4bl]m'y and imagined perception of Buftalo
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ates intervene. Nebraska places statues
{ . L]

laces where Ruffalo Bill's life occurred and res
ylace: : . __

| e same locations. With these sharp, defis

- lectic history of a man tha

Nebraska attempts to own @ piece of the eclectic hh N)’Ebragka s
4 t | > | f, W . erior

for writers to pinpoint with accuracy. Howeve Y perforr

less about Buffalo Bill and more about 1ts inhabitants wanting a plag

perceptions.

Rill. Nebraska and other st

museums at various |
West” like performances at th

aps not a sentiment most Midwesterners free
onsciousness and conversation about thes

real phenmnenﬂn.m Being from the Midwest one hears the thoughts , |
the flvover states, the middle of nowhere, lacks culture, Iacks_ live
Midw;:stemer and they could add more to this list. Even as a child
many television shows or movies set in Nebraska, and | se_]dom a
photographic representation of Nebraska in textbooks or natfonal
was anything more than a silo in a cornfield. Ryden describes the M
region perceived by outsiders as composed of large, untouched Iz nl‘;'
with unremarkable towns and cities. The region, by many accounts, i
descriptive history and geography that separates the East, South, and !
writes that such “haze of generalities,” which frequently characterizes
creates a need for those within it to “counteract it by inscribing the la
meaning and experience.”*! The Midwest does not have the Revol
nation building history of the East, the Civil War history of the Si
Manifest Destiny dreams of the actual West. Instead the region is Iéi
identity “based as much on things that are not there as on things tha
mythic and historical West, which may geographically be considered:
actual West, is seized by the Midwest as one of the imaginative &
historic identity. After all, who can claim where the West or frontier st
It may just be an act of hopeful imagination of the Midwest to claim
Flythic West. Nevertheless, evident in the design of the Fort Cody Trag
its Native American imagery, Old West Museum, and cowboy nostalg
that has traction and that pits Buffalo Bill center stage within it.

Arguably and perh
want to reshape the national ¢

- Ry pon ﬂif’a describes the identity formation of the region as &
r “19 Fegion attempts to posit its identity into national history an€
' finds itself privy to. To do so, the region builds
A "Y pinpointed, such as the naming of streets in
> "1e other history hones in on the moments of nation
e ""._[-f'.*._ 51 fﬁ._:_l'l_‘lh'l‘ﬂﬁﬁlll of the man

r i
} . .

';-' ¥ % .
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Bill constructed performances that left a permanent memory on national histo

he has a personal history that i1s woven throughout the Midwest. For theLMIi.(};x:rm{:
region, Cody is the rare homegrown hero actively remembered inside and Uutqisz
ate borders. Moreover, as much as Cody represents a Midwestern my’[hn;; of
frontier and tradition, he also i1s a man with an extraordinarily vibrant life ;vhfx
constructed extravagant performances. Cody’s personal life and performance history
as Buffalo Bill is anything but boring, and maybe this is why, in part, Midwesterners
«tand behind him. He is symbolic of defying the outsider perception that nothing

nteresting ever happens in the fields and towns of the Midwest.

Obviously Nebraska’s claims to Buffalo Bill are no more legitimate than the
claims lowa. Wyoming, Kansas or other Midwest states would make. My own bias
as a Nebraskan in discussing why Nebraska has a legitimate claim to Buffalo Bill is
evident. Ryden explains that this too is symptomatic of writing about the Midwest.
When trying to assert a state’s relevance in relation to national consciousness, writers
discussing the Midwest often define their region claiming it is “not the Midwest, but

idwest.”** North Platte residents felt such possessiveness themselves. Many

=

Y
; it 1 l'_.l-_l.

€ J_F_.'l the 1940s described their sadness that some of Cody’s treasures were
way "_"__ﬂ_the local area, and Yost describes that in 1912, Cody “had offered
v of North Platte his entire collection of Indian relics... When the city
yuld not find a place to store the priceless collection” the family took them

womine. Of this decision, Yost includes a quote from local Joseph

'yoming
states, “Cody was connected with every social and community activity
| 145

2 community have fall far short in honoring a great man.

» Midwesterners’ desire for their state to linger in the national
historv is demonstrated by how they attach significance to the life

1 ’" Bill. If he is a part of American consciousness and also 1s a
s history, maybe the hope is that the region by proxy will be a

oy T
5 111

---'._::";":'fi-‘-!.r%es_t_ too. It may be a distorted hope, appearing

ssary to others, but it is a hope that I believe those Nebraskans
T;f-:-.. h would not entirely deny. Furthermore, in valuing Cody
1 he embodies or at least is attributed to embody—
u capable, and rugged—the Midwest can claim its stake

 virtues. We too might possess these virtues, even though we
r we claim as our own. Al Scout’s Rest Ranch stands a
age 27, fig 3) that states, «William Frederick Cody (1846-
4 as ‘Buffalo Bill,” was the most noted Nebraskan of his
ived and in the imagination that the frontier spirit lives
:~ invested in Buffalo Bill to construct & piece of
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Willlam Frederick Cody (1846-1917), &,
the world as "Buffalo Bill," was the mo
Nebraskan of his day. The many natio

European tours of his various "Wild West™
made him the living symbol of the Ameri

Cody came to Nebraska in 1869 as g
scout for the 5th Cavalry at nearby Fort M«
He also served as guide for the wealthy an
on buffalo hunts. Buffalo Bill first wer
stage in 1872, and he formed his first V¥
in 188%. He was also involved In ranc

|
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farming, and he was a pioneer In the
of irrigation in both Nebraska and Wyo
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Fig 3. Historical marker at Buffalo Bill Ranch Stéte Park. Photo b

their own history and identity. Whether the construction has actually per
Nebraska to enter the national consciousness in a noticeable and permane

questionable. Regardless, we Nebraskans will imagine that it has, eviden
read such words about one of our noted Nebraskans and feel a sense 0
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