Robert Serb

In the spring of 1893 amajestic collection of buildings
and exhibits opened on the South Side of Chicago.
Known officially as the 1893 Columbian Exposition
and World’s Fair—but colloquially referred to as “The
White City” because of the neoclassical appearance
of the main buildings—the exposition had 27 million
paying visitors during its 6 months of operation.! The
U.S. population in 1890 was just under 63 million,
so even if many of them were foreigners a sizable
portion of the American population still attended the
fair.? Fairgoers were able to see an enormous array of
art, architecture, sculpture, and machinery; commer-
cial products; firearms; agricultural products; mod-
els of trains, ships, and other transportation methods;
and a vast assortment of manufactured goods in the
main area of the World’s Fair. If they ventured along
the Midway Plaisance, a sideshow area off the fair
proper, they could—for an additional fee—observe
scenes from Turkey, Cairo, Ireland, Germany, Java,
and West Africa; they could also ride a camel, a cap-
tive balloon, or the first Ferris wheel. Within the fair’s
400 buildings more than 65,000 exhibits were on dis-
play, yet one of the most iconic spectacles of the pre-
ceding decade, William Cody’s “Buffalo Bill’s Wild
West and Congress of Rough Riders of the World,”
was excluded from the fair?® To see it fairgoers had
to cross the street and pay a separate 50-cent admis-
sion—and between April and October nearly 6 mil-
lion did so, particularly on Sundays when the World’s
Fair itself was frequently closed.*

Why was Buffalo Bill left out of the 1893 World’s
Fair? Most historians believe that Cody applied to be
part of the fair and was rejected; several accounts main-
tain that he forcefully protested against that rejection
but lost his appeals. The most common justification
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Lucky to be Left Out of the Fair
Buffalo Bill Cody’s Wild West Show
at the 1893 Columbian Exposition

offered for Cody’s rejection was that Buffalo Bill’s
Wild West was too vulgar to blend well with the high-
class environment of the fair proper. Nellie Snyder
Yost suggests that the canvas tents and “camp-style
living quarters” of the Wild West would have clashed
with the faux marble columns and sculptare of the
‘White City, conveniently ignoring the teepees raised
in the Indian village and bark and leaf huts of the
Javanese and Dahomey exhibits.’ Robert Carter sug-
gested that the Wild West, which included a grand-
stand capable of seating 18,000 to 22,000 spectators,
simply would not fit within the fairgrounds.® Bobbie
Bridger believed that Cody’s presentation of Indians
as hostiles who attacked peaceful white settlers and
stagecoaches would have clashed with the ethnologi-
cal exhibits being planned by Professor Putnam, who
“depicted [Indians] as a meek and submissive peo-
ple” and that Putnam excluded examples of natives
that did not support his ideas, so kept Buffalo Bill’s
Wild West out of the fair.”

However, rather than arguing against his exclusion
Cody probably breathed a sigh of relief at being left
out. It was really a blessing in disguise for Cody that
his show was excluded, since that gave him consid-
erable freedom of action as well as greatly increased

his profit margin. Whether officially included within =

the Columbian Exposition or not, Buffalo Bill’s Wild
West enjoyed every possible benefit of being part of
the World’s Fair. Being located right across the street
meant many of the millions of fairgoers would wan-
der into Cody’s Show. Cody and his performers were
frequently invited by fair officials to parade through
the fairgrounds, thereby providing additional enter-
tainment for fairgoers and incidentally drumming up
interest in the Wild West Show.®? Newspaper articles
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indexed map of the 1893 Columbian Exposition, showing the location of Buffalo Bill’s Wild West in relation to the fair’s exhibits,

1882. Rand, McNally & Co., public domain,

reporting on “World’s Fair News” routinely men-
tioned happenings at the Wild West Show as well
as the fair proper.” As far as the press and most of
the visitors were concerned Buffalo Bill’s Wild West
and the Columbian Exposition and World’s Fair were
closely aligned. Yet because Buffalo Bill’s Wild West
was technically not part of the fair, Cody had benefits
not available to exhibits that were officially within
the fair and therefore required to abide by the fair’s
rules and regulations.

The first World’s Fair was the London Exposition of
1851, which was successful and noteworthy enough to
spawn a rash of imitators."” Initially a means to show-
case commercial, agricultural, and manufacturing
products world’s fairs increasingly became a method
for showcasing ideas and innovations as well. They
also became a mechanism through which the latest
cultural ideas could be disseminated amongst the

populace; such fairs became what Robert Rydell calls
the “world’s universities” although he admitted that
the manner in which “scientific ideas about evolution,
race, and culture were disseminated from academic
circles to the level of popular consumption” was not
well understood.’' Although they were rarely finan-
cially successful, world’s fairs were useful because
they “propagated the ideas and values of the country’s
political, financial, corporate and intellectual leadets™

and, according to Antonio Gramsci’s theory of hege-,

mony, they became a way for the elite who arranged
such fairs to “organize society from a particular class
perspective” and ensure the “spontaneous consent
given by the great masses of the population to the gen-
eral direction imposed on soctal life by the dominant
fundamental group.”* In an age of increasing jingo-
ism world’s fairs were also a mechanism for interna-
tional competition in manufacturing, commerce, art,
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and culture; young nations such as Germany and Italy,
or those recently developed and industrialized such as
Japan and Russia, eagerly took part in world’s fairs.”

In 1890 Congress voted to award the 1893 World’s
Fair and Columbian Exposition to Chicago, and the
fight over where the coveted exposition would be
beld—New York or Chicago—was concluded.'* But
immediately new battles began about the exact loca-
tion of the exposition and what kind of exhibits should
be included. Suggestions initially included holding
events at a multitude of sites, then possibly at dual
sites on the South Side and in downtown Chicago,
before matters were settled by choosing Jackson Park
on Chicago’s South Side.” Once the site was selected
proposals were made regarding the buildings; one
architect suggested a 3,000 foot tower to surpass the
Eiffel Tower built for the Paris Exposition of 1889;
another suggested housing the entire World’s Fair in
a single edifice a mile in circumference.'® Eventually
Daniel Burnham settled on a theme featuring classical
styles for the fair; architects were required to submit
proposals that had to conform to the general theme
of a classical design for the main buildings, although
buildings sponsored by individual states and foreign
nations frequently displayed their own preferred styles
such as Norway’s Stavekirke, Japan’s Ho-O-den tem-
ple, and Spain’s replica of the La Rabida monastery.!”
However, the primary edifices of the fair, those in the
“Court of Honor,” were modeled after the temples of
ancient Greece and Rome, with appropriate columns,
porticos, and statues.” Once the main architectural
theme had been selected proposals were solicited for
the individual buildings, and work then began on the
guidelines for the actual exhibits. It seems likely that
the choice of a classical theme featuring columns of
white marble and statuary—even if the faux marble
was actually a mixture of plaster and straw—already
placed some limitations on the types of exhibits that
would be accepted at the fair.

There can be no doubt that the designers and
builders of the 1893 World’s Fair intended to amaze.
“According to Daniel Burnham, the Exposition’s
Director of Works and the man most responsible for
the Fair’s construction, the project involved erect-
ing some four-hundred buildings (one of which
was larger than the Great Pyramid at Giza), laying
five-hundred thousand square feet of brick paving,
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seventy miles of sewer plumbing, and 415 miles of
electrical wiring. The Arts and Manufactures Build-
ing alone required over seventeen million feet of
lumber”* The “Court of Honor” included buildings
dedicated to machinery, mining, agriculture, elec-
tricity, transportation and manufacturing, and liberal
arts.®® The Manufactures and Liberal Arts building
was the largest edifice in the world at the time and
featured exhibits of manufactured products includ-
ing soap, perfumes, wrought iron, jewelry, miniature
sculptures, sewing machines, furniture, clothing and
textiles, rugs, porcelain and pottery, shoes, musical
instruments, glassware, and every other conceivable
product.! It was both a showcase of available goods
and an education on their manufacture.?

The fair’s commissioners asked G. Brown Goode,
a highly regarded scientist and museum administra-
tor, to draft a classification system for all proposed
exhibits; presumably exhibits that couldn’t fit into one
of Goode’s classifications would not be considered.”
Goode opined that, “The exhibition of the future will
be an exhibition of ideas rather than of objects, and
nothing will be deemed worthy of admission to its
halls which has not some living, inspiring thought
behind it, and which is not capable of teaching some
valuable lesson.”** Following Goode’s lead most of
the fair administrators displayed a keen desire to
make all of the exhibits educational and “scientific”;
at this time the western world’s “Epistemological
frame of reference was shifting from religion to sci-
ence,” a shift generally attributed to Darwin’s theory
of evolution.” From the initial stages it was deter-
mined that the fair must heavily emphasize education
and culture, rather than solely being a mercantile dis-
play or an entertainment venue.

To this end the 1893 World’s Fair’s exhibits were
more carefully vetted than had been the case for the
United States’ previous fair, the 1876 Centennial Exhi-~
bition in Philadelphia, one of whose buildings had
been sponsored by the union of undertakers and which
featured a display of caskets.”® Proposals deemed
either too vulgar or too mercenary were dismissed out
of hand, such as that by a cosmetics manufacturer to
exhibit “a wrinkled hag with one-~haif of her features
made sleek and smooth” by their products.? With
applications running to three times the available floor
space fair officials “could afford to be selective.?
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This popularity was likely due to the unwillingness
of some nations to participate in the previous World’s
Fair, the 1889 Paris Exposition, which celebrated the
centennial of the storming of the Bastille. In the 1890s
many monarchies were still extant and Britain, Ger-
many, Austria, and Ruossia were presumably reluctant
to go to extreme lengths of effort and expense to cele-
brate an event that led to the beheading of Louis XVI;
conversely, Columbus’ discovery of the Americas was
something everyone could wholeheartedly support.
Although a Council of Administration was created
to review and approve all proposed exhibits, in prac-
tice the heads of the various departments determined
which exhibits they would include.* The contempo-
rary guidebooks list displays such as a tree made of
walnuts, a palace of corn, and several sculptures made
of citrus fruits that were re-created weekly when new
~ shipments arrived from California and Florida.*! The
displays included machinery for agriculture, trans-
portation, and production (three buildings-worth just
in those categories), a variety of wood products in
the forestry building, all types of marine life in the
fisheries building, and art of every kind from plas-
tic to textiles to painting in the art palace. The fair
boasted a large number of statues; they were show-
cased in the manufactures building, in the forestry
building (carved from wood), in the mining building
(made of silver, and hence applicable to mining}, in
the agricultural building (made out of fruit and nuts),
and a large number of sculptures in the arts palace as
well as many more scattered about the grounds and
walkways of the fair.*? The typical fairgoer would
have been overloaded with statues, which may have
led to a bit of a shock when some of them actually
began to move and speak. They would do so because
“Following the example of colonial villages estab-
lished at the 1889 Paris Exhibition, living ethnologi-
cal displays of Native Americans and other nonwhite
people were introduced en masse at the Chicago fair
and appeared at subsequent exhibitions as well. . ..
Although these villages degraded and exploited the
people on display, anthropologists generally testified
to the ethnological value of the exhibits.”** Despite
the racist overtones of the exhibits and the fact that
many were completely artificial—the anthropolog-
ical staff had to teach some of the Indians how to
construct houses that resembled those used by their

ancestors at the time of Columbus—the ethnological
displays won praise from scientists including Ofis
Mason, Franz Boas, John Wesley Powell, and James
Mooney.* Although many of these scientists would
later be criticized for their openly racist theories they
believed there was some scientific basis for their rac-
ist views, rather than merely resting their racism on
obscure passages in scripture

The man chosen to head Department M, which
included the ethnography exhibits (what would today
be called anthropology) was Harvard professor and
museumn curator Frederic Ward Putnam. He publicly
declared his firm intention that “no cheap entertain-
ment be pennitted to clutter the magnificence of the
White City.”* Instead, Putnam selected many exhib-
its from the Smithsonian and other institutions that
displayed all manner of Indian and native crafts and
modes of living, and sent assistants all over the world to
seek out and solicit appropriate artifacts and exhibits.”’

Department M grew to encompass a number
of different buildings and locations, including the
Indian village on the south pond, an Eskimo village,
and a replica of a Viking ship.*® There were artifacts
from the Yucatan, Tierra del Fuego, British Colum-
bia, ancient Greece and Egypt, a Peruvian mummy,
and the handiwork of Australian aborigines.® As
far as the living exhibits went Putnam’s plan was
to “illustrate the Indian in his primitive condition”
although Putnam himself struggled to “prevent the
living Indian exhibit from becoming a “wild west
show,” something that “many seemed to expect.” A
Concordance of Indian nations wrote to the fair and
requested assurance that:

in the name of the Nations of the Indian Territory;
of the Dakotah Indian Nation; of the Six Indian
Nations of New York; and of the Latin-Indian
Nations of the North and South ... that in fhe
reunion of the Nations of the earth at the World’s
Columbian Exposition, the perpetuation of any
Wild West show at the expense of the dignity and
interest of the Indian Nations will, by you, be nei-
ther encouraged nor countenanced.!

Putnam reportedly assured them that, despite many

who desired a Wild West show, he “did not intend
that any such display would be permitted under the
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Buffalo Bill and Indian performers on the grounds of the 1893 Columbian Exposition, dedication of South Dakota Building.
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auspices of Department M** That assurance has
been accepted as one of the primary reasons why
Buffalo Bill’s Wild West was not included within the
Columbian Exposition.

Putnam was also in charge of the exhibits along the
Midway Plaisance, a block-wide strip extending west-
ward for a mile from the fair proper; it was originally a
corridor connecting Jackson Park, where the fair took
place, and Washington Park.*® (Incidentally, Washing-
ton Park was available as a site for World’s Fair exhib-
its, which refutes the notion that Buffalo Bill’s Wild
West was excluded solely because the fair lacked the
space for it.*) The Midway exhibits fell under Put-
nam’s auspices largely because no other department
could conveniently fit them into its catalog.®® Camel
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rides and belly dancers could, by a stretch of the imag-
ination, be considered part of an ethnology exhibit; it
would be a much greater stretch to consider such per-
formances part of the mining, transportation, machin-
ery, or art departments. Most commentators assume
that Buffalo Bill’s Wild West, had it been included i
the World’s Fair, would have been included in Put-
nam’s Department M—which meant, since Putnam
opposed any “‘cheap entertainment” or “wild west”
shows, that Cody would not be welcome.

As late as spring 1892 “no firm plans had been
made for the exhibits to be located on the Midway
[which] suggests the ambivalence felt by many expo-
sition backers .. .” to including a sideshow of enter-
tainment exhibits.*® This lack of planning for the
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Midway was despite a published account as early as
Jupe 1891 announcing that “Col. Alexander Mason
of Cairo arrived to plan the streets of Egypt exhibit
at World’s Columbian Expo.” A follow-up article
stated that, “though the space for the representation
of Cairo streets has not been absolutely granted . . .”
it “seemed certain” that the fair’s directors would
agree to the exhibit and grant it 50,000 feet of space.*

Some of the fair’s backers, most likely those with
a large financial interest in the success of the fair,
were aware of the value of including entertainment
venues to attract the public and satisfy paying cus-
tomers. There were two reasons for setting up the
sideshow along the Midway: “money and the belief
that most Midway attractions had some ethnological
and historic significance.™ This last was a sop to the
scientists and scholars; if it could be considered edu-
cational, it must be a valid exhibit. Putnam himself
was heard to remark that although the belly dance
exhibit, which proved to be extremely controver-
sial, was “strange . . . the waltz would séem equally
strange to these dusky women of Egypt” and he “jus-
tified the exhibit as being authentic and professional
and not an intended show of debasement.”®

The Midway exhibits were run by a young man
named Sol Bloom, who apparently was more inter-
ested in entertaining the crowds than educating them.
This future department store manager, real estate
developer, and politician, “openly stated that he
found a Bedouin sword swallower on a higher plane
than one demonstrated by a group of earnest Swiss
peasants.” Bloom unerringly choose the displays
which were the strangest and most exotic, and there-
fore promised to bring in the most money, regardless
of educational value. Bloom’s work with Putnam was
described as an “alliance between entertainment and
anthropology” since Bloom was able to convince
Putnam that “instruction and entertainment could
complement one another”? However, many typical
carnival attractions were apparently excluded; sev-
eral newspaper articles mention the “sideshows”
which were described as “candy butchers, souvenir
vendors and others,” including con men and fortune
tellers, spread along Stony Island Avenue outside the
actual fairgrounds.™ These types of exhibits were
kept out of the Midway and the World’s Fair, presum-
ably because they were insufficiently educational.

Despite the absence of the fortune tellers and con
men the Midway included a wide variety of exhib-
its and entertainments, from the streets of Cairo to
the Ferris wheel to an imitation gold mine, which
charged an extra fee for attendance; the main exhibits
of the fair were included in the general admission.™
Putnam intended the Midway to be a sort of catalog
of world cultures; the end closest to the main fair-
grounds hosted the Irish castle and German beer
garden, and as the visitors moved along they encoun-
tered cultures which Putnam would consider progres-
sively less advanced. However, although the Midway
was “originally designated to be the ethnology sec-
tion of the fair with an educative purpose’ it rapidly
developed into “an entertainment arena directed by
Sol Bloom.”® Critics began to complain that, “it
appeared the Midway had strayed far from its ethno-
logical origins.*¢ The Rand McNally guidebook for
the fair suggested that visitors only go to the Midway,
“after having seen the edifices of modern civilization
in the White City.”¥ It should be noted that Bloom’s
Midway exhibits brought in a profit of 1.25 million
dolars in six months, despite being closed on Sun-
days; the single most financially successful attraction
was the Ferris wheel, which netted over $700,000.%

Among the Midway’s Laplanders, Eskimos, Java-
nese, Dahomey, Moroccan, Egyptian, and Turk-
ish denizens there were few exhibits that could be
described as American; these included only the Fer-
ris wheel, a replica gold mine, and a few contestants
in the World’s Congress of Beauties pageant. The
Midway was a place where fairgoers went to see far-
away places and exotic lands without the bother and
expense of actual travel. It is quite likely that another
reason Buffalo Bill’s Wild West was excluded from
the World’s Fair was because Cody’s show was not
really exotic enough to fit in with the camel riders
and belly dancers.

Buffalo Bill, born William F. Cody, had enjoyed
some notoriety since 1869, when Ned Buntline pub-
lished Buffalo Bill, the King of Border Men, the first
of four novels about the Army Scout and buffalo
hunter.® In the 1870s Cody parlayed that notoriety
into a stage career and crowds flocked to see his per-
formances due to his reputation as an Indian fighter at
a time when the Indian wars were still raging, both on
the Western plains and in American newspapers.® By
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View of the Court of Honor and Great Basin at the 1893 Columbian Exposition. C. D. Amoid and H. D. Higinbotham, public domain.

the early 1880s Cody, teamed with business partoer
Nate Salsbury, had created an outdoor pageant fea-
turing riding and shooting acts, including actual Indi-
ans, which brought crowds swarming to his shows.®!
In doing so he formed the precursor to both the rodeo
and the wild west show, spawning a number of imi-
tators; between 1882 and 1920 there were more than
80 different “wild west shows” touring the nation.®
Cody’s show “blended the excitement and surprise of
the circus with demonstrations of Western skills and
the narrative of Western melodramas to create the
phenomenon of the Wild West Show™; he was wise
to what customers wanted, presenting Indian raids
on stagecoaches and wagon trains as well as a lady
sharpshooter named Annie Oakley.® Cody continued
to capitalize on, and publicize, his Indian-fighting sta-
tus; in 1876 he left his theatre company in the middle
of the season because General George Crook person-
ally requested his services during the campaign that
led to the Battle of Little Bighorn.* Cody departed
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that campaign in August, saying “There being but lit-
tle prospect of any more fighting, 1 determined to . . .
have a new drama written for me, based on the Sioux
War”’® He once again left his Wild West show in 1890
to return to the plains at the request of General Nelson
Miles, during the Ghost Dance phenomenon that pre-
ceded the Wounded Knee massacre; at this time Cody
assured the press, which still described him as an
“Indian fighter,” that he would “settle the redskins.’%

The earliest version of Buffalo Bill’s Wild West was
a series of cowboy acts and shooting exhibitions, but
in the winter of 1885-1886 Cody and Salsbury rented
Madison Square Garden and developed what they
billed as “the Drama of Civilization.”” This featured
a number of elaborate sets and showcased a series of
skits and performances including Indian scenes, the
coming of European settlers, settlers crossing the
prairie, and an imitation cyclone and forest fire.®®
Of course, there was an Indian attack; this was Wil-
hHam Cody’s show and he had garnered fame from his
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reputation as an Indian fighter, yet the “Drama of Civ-
ilization” would have met with Putnam’s approval,
displaying as it did the development of civilization
along racially hierarchical lines.® However, the elabo-
rate machinery and backdrops required by the “Drama
of Civilization” could not be easily reproduced in an
outdoor pageant, and the overhead costs became pro-
hibitive.” Historical lessons were not what the crowds
really wanted, though they were impressed by the imi-
tation cyclone and prairie fire; they wanted the sus-
pense and excitement of the simulated Indian attacks
and shooting exhibitions.™ During his 30-year career
Cody’s show encompassed 86 different acts, most of
them involving either Indians or military themes.”
Several commentators have remarked on Cody’s
strong desire for “authenticity.”” His program from
1893 insists that all the trappings and gear were
“authentic” and “genuine” down to the Deadwood
Stage, “the most famous vehicle extant” as well as
noting that the wagons in the wagon train exhibit
“are the same as used thirty-five years ago.”™ Cody
always recruited actual Indians, particularly famous
ones such as Sitting Bull and Rain in the Face; after
the Spanish-American War he included several acts
celebrating that conflict using Spanish-American war
veterans.” However, despite Cody’s vaunted passion
for authenticity much of the show was fabricated
for melodramatic purposes. According to the 1893
program Cody’s show included three different acts
featuring “marauding” Indian attacks, two of which
were “repulsed by Buffalo Bill with Scouts and Cow-
boys;” there was only one act featuring “Life customs
of the Indians.”’® His program also claimed to pres-
ent the Battle of Little Big Horn, “showing with His-
torical Accuracy the scene of Custer’s Last Charge”
although there were two different versions of that por-
trayal; despite his “passion for authenticity” Cody was
clearly accustomed to altering the facts to accommo-
date the audience’s expectations.”” Researchers have
determined a number of occasions in his programs and
autobiography in which Cody stretched or embellished
the truth; including appropriating some events of Wild
Bill Hickok’s life as his own, maintaining that he was
closely associated with George Custer when there
is no evidence that the two were more than passing
acquaintances, and claiming to have been present at
sorme events when he was demonstrably elsewhere.™

Despite these inaccuracies Buffalo Bill’s Wild
West was immensely popular; from 1883 until 1916
Buffalo Bill's Wild West was “one of the nation’s
largest, most popular and most successful performa-
tive ventures . . . [it] provided a simplified, patriotic,
and believable national epic that blended history and
mythology and legitimized the view of Manifest Des-
tiny that sanctioned the use of force.”™ During this
period the American West came to represent Amer-
ica itself; and since Buffalo Bill’s Wild West was the
original Wild West show and “the single best exam-
ple of the American West most people would see it
came to represent America.”® As the 1893 Colum-
bian Exposition was preparing to open, Cody and
company had just returned from a multiyear tour of
Europe, where they had performed for vast crowds
and been a featured act at both the 1887 American
Exposition in London and at the 1889 Paris World’s
Fair® Judging by the published articles everyone
expected that Buffalo Bill’s Wild West would play
a prominent role at the 1893 Columbian Exposition
and World’s Fair.® So if everyone expected Buffalo
Bill’s Wild West to be included in the 1893 World’s
Fair, why was it excluded?

It is evident that Cody expected to be included in
the Columbian Exposition; he said in a public inter-
view in October 1892 that he planned to retire from
show business after the Chicago Exposition.®* Cody’s
opinion was solicited on several occasions during the
planning stages of the World’s Fair, and he warned
the fair directors at an open meeting of the World’s
Fair Comrmission that “it was necessary for the man-
agement to have something besides a scientific and
artistic display. They must cater to the amusement-
loving public.’® Yet apparently the fair directors did
not heed Cody’s advice and determined that the fair
must emphasize education rather than entertainment.

I have not been able to find any primary-source doc-
uments discussing Cody’s omission from the fair, but
the secondary sources are indicative. Walsh states that
“The management of the World’s Fair would not have
the Wild West inside the gates. It was too undignified.”
while Russell says that “The Wild West was ruled off
the Exposition grounds, but Salsbury with forethought
had leased a lot between Sixty-second and Sixty-third
streets near the entrance.”® Leonard and Cody indi-
cate that Nate Salsbury “tried to secure a concession

JOW, SPRING 2018, Vol. 57, No. 2

50 Serb: Luclky to be Left Out of the Fair: Buffalo Bill Cody’s Wild West Show at the 1893 Columbian Exposition




for the Wild West at the World’s Columbian Exposi-
tion. . . . Turned down by the Exposition officials, he
leased fifteen acres of ground directly opposite the
Fair entrance and set to work. . . "% (Julia Cody was
William Cody’s sister and plainly recalls that he was
“turned down” by the World’s Fair officials.)® Croft-
Cooke relates that “Since the [Buffalo Bill] show
was not allowed inside the Columbian Exposition, it
pitched opposite the main entrance and stole the bust-
ness. .. "% Carter reports that, “Nate Salsbury had
gone ahead to arrange with the exposition officials
Wild West accommodations on the fairgrounds; he
was denied space in the park, probably because Buf-
falo Bill’s show did not fit in the midway, nor was it
in harmony with the classical motif of the pavilions.
Salsbury then leased a fifteen acre-tract between
Sixty-second and sixty-third streets, directly opposite
the entrance to the fairgrounds. . . ”* Burke adds that
in the fall of 1892 Cody was preparing his show to be
“a Jeading attraction at the Columbian Exposition and
‘World’s Fair in Chicago” but that Chicago had:

... grown snobbish . . . the exposition on the lake-
front was a grandiose conception [and] in such a
cultural ambience, exposition officials explained
to Cody and Salsbury, there wouldn’t be space for
the Wild West Show, despite John Burke’s vocifer-
ous claims that it was a segment of living history
and as educational as an evening spent with the
Encyclopedia Britannica. So the show was shunted
off to a fourteen acre lot just across from the main
entrance of the exposition with an arena, a grand-
stand seating 18,000 and room for the camp.”

There is clearly consensus that Cody and Salsbury
intended to be part of the World’s Fair and applied fo
be a part of it, but were turned down by World’s Fair
officials.”* Among contemporary accounts the earliest
mention of Cody not taking part in the World’s Fair
was a Chicago Tribune article dated December 11,
1892, entitled “Site Found for Buffalo Bill’s Show”
which indicated that Cody had “decided” to occupy
vacant land on Sixty-Third Street immediately across
Stony Island Avenue from one of the World’s Fair’s
main entrances.”? The timing is indicative; the open-
ing ceremonies, at which Cody was an honored
guest, took place in October 1892, yet according to

JOW, SPRING 2018, Vol. 57, No. 2

Putnam’s own notes the final placement of exhib-
its was still being arranged as late as March 1893;
there was even a contract approved for an additional
ethnography building as late as February 1893.% If
Cody announced his intention to locate across the
street from the fair several months before the exhibits
were finalized, and when they were still arranging for
building construction, then he had already abandoned
his appeals to be included within the fair—which is
not surprising, given that throughout their career
Cody and Salsbury showed considerable business
acumen. There was no real reason for Cody to want
to be included in the World’s Fair—and a number of
reasons why they would wish to opt out.

The primary benefit of being officially part of the
World’s Fair was access to the 27 million paying fair-
goers. Yet the throngs who came to see the World’s
Fair were already available to Cody, since he pitched
his tents right across the street. From May through
Tuly the fair administrators even steered customers
directly to Cody’s show by closing the fair on Sun-
days; many visitors who were in Chicago specifically
to see the World’s Fair took advantage of the oppor-
tunity to attend Buffalo Bill’s Wild West on Sundays.
Yet Cody performed to sellout crowds twice a day
even when the World’s Fair was open; there was
rarely an empty seat at Buffalo Bill’s Wild West.?

A secondary benefit of being an official part of the
fair was the publicity generated by the fair and the
newspaper and magazine coverage of it. Yet Cody
already had access to the fair’s public relations, as
well as the services of his own talented publicist,
John Burke. The World’s Fair featured many events
intended to entertain the fairgoers, including orches-
tral and choral performances; parades; dramatic spec-
tacles; as well as themed days devoted to particular
states, foreign countries, or ethnic groups. Cody and
company frequently took part in those performances;
they were invited to make weekly parades through
the fairgrounds and many of Cody’s performers were
included in pageants and tableaus organized by fair
officials.”® Events and happenings at Cody’s shows,
and the guests and celebrities who attended, were
regularly reported in the newspaper columns high-
lighting “World’s Fair News™ as though Cody’s show
were part of the fair.* Buffalo Bill’s Wild West was
so closely associated with the World’s Fair that Cody
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The arena for Buffalo Bill’s Wild West Show, Germany, ca. 1891. Courtesy Buffalo Bill Center of the West,

was the only civilian seated on the grandstand during
the opening ceremonies, amid a sea of government
and military officials, fair administrators, and foreign
dignitaries.”” Cody also used illustrations of Chris-
topher Columbus on his stationery and banners, and
telegrams sent to Cody were addressed to him at the
“World’s Fair Grounds” and were properly delivered.?

Conversely, if Buffalo Bill’s Wild West was offi-
cially included within the World’s Fair there would
have been a long list of drawbacks, beginning with
Cody having to share his proceeds with the fair. Most
of the Midway exhibits, such as the Ferris wheel,
were required to contribute 25 percent of their pro-
ceeds to the fair’s coffers, so it seems probable that
Cody would have been required to do so as well.”
Second, the World’s Fair was initially closed on Sun-
days, although by July the fair, except for the Midway,
would be open 7 days a week.!® Cody and company
performed twice daily for 186 days straight; had they
officially been part of the fair they would have been
required to close on Sundays at least for the first 3
months, and possibly for the entire season.'”® Third,
the Wellington Catering company had an exclusive
contract to provide all “refreshments” to concessions
within the World’s Fair, including food, drink, and
even cigars.'” Had Cody been part of the fair he
would have had to purchase his popcorn, candy, ice
cream, soda, and other sundries from Wellington at
comparatively inflated prices.

Last, as an independent agent Cody was free to
do as he pleased without regard to the dictates of
the fair’s directors, and he proved quick to capitalize

on such opportunities. When World's Fair officials
refused Mayor Carter Harrison’s request to offer free
admission to the city’s indigent children Cody leapt
at the chance to offer a “waif’s day” with free perfor-
mances and candy for 15,000 poor children, which
generated a great deal of good will for Cody and was
generally acknowledged as the “public relations coup
of the season.”'” Cody was similarly able to sponsor
the 1,000 mile cowboy race from Chadron, Nebraska,
to the fair’s gates.'® Aside from having to forfeit a
quarter of his proceeds had Cody officially been part
of the World’s Fair there would presumably have
been significant red tape and restrictions placed both
on his show and other activities.

Such consummate businessmen as Cody and Sals-
bury would have realized the disadvantages of sub-
jecting themselves to the rules and regulations of the
World’s Fair. If nothing else, it’s difficult to imagine
them willingly surrendering a quarter of their pro-
ceeds for the nebulous benefit of being an “Official”
World’s Fair attraction. Despite the widespread con-
viction that Cody applied to be in the World’s Fair
and was rejected, one can’t help but wonder if Cody
really attemnpted to get into the fair. Had not Putnam
emphatically insisted that he wanted no “Wild West
Show” or cheap entertainment as part of the World’s
Fair there would be little evidence that the fair's
administrators were actually against Cody’s inclu-
sion. Given his penchant for tall tales and bending
the facts to suit his own needs it seems more likely
that Cody invented, or at least exaggerated, the fair’s
rejection of his very popular show for being “too

JOW, SPRING 2018, Vol. 57, No, 2

52 Serb: Lucly to be Left Out of the Fair: Buffalo Bill Cody’s Wild West Show at the 1893 Columbian Exposition




vulgar” to be included. The fact that he rented space
across the street months before the fair’s exhibit list
was finalized, and when contracts for buildings were
still being let, indicates that Cody did not contest his
exclusion very vigorously.

‘The budget for the World’s Fair was approximately
$28 million, and most estimates of the fair’s prof-
its hover at about $500,000.' Due to the immense
costs associated with the undertaking the fair was in
financial distress right up until the last few weeks;
it’s Jikely the fair officials decided in July to open the
gates on Sundays primarily to boost ticket sales. It
was with a great deal of fanfare that the fair’s directors
redeemed the fair’s outstanding bond debt on Octo-
ber 9, which was “Chicago Day” when over 760,000
fairgoers passed through the gates.’® Up until that
banner day-—just three weeks prior to the fair’s clos-
ing—it was still questionable whether the fair would
manage to break even. Meanwhile, the Wild West
recorded a profit of a million dollars between April
and October.'”” Buffalo Bill Cody was, indeed, very
lucky to be left out of the fair.
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