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William F. Cody 

1846-1917 



William F. Cody represents the spirit of the 

West for millions. His life experiences and 

the stories made up about him have 

become what we view as the frontier and 

Wild West today. 

Childhood 

Born in Iowa, in 1846, Cody grew up on 

the prairie. When his father died, his 

mother moved to Kansas where Cody 

worked as a mounted 

messenger and 

wrangler. In 1859, he 

tried his luck as a 

prospector in the Pikes 

Peak gold rush, and the 

next year, joined the 

Pony Express at the age of 14 years. 

In 1867, Cody got the job that gave him 

his nickname, hunting buffalo to feed the 

construction crews of the railroad. He told 

the story that he killed 4,280 head of 

buffalo in 17 months earning him the 

name “Buffalo Bill”.  During this time he 

met and married his wife.  

Cody began working for the Army. He was 

chief of scouts for the 5th Cavalry and 

took part in 16 battles.  For his service 

http://www.pbs.org/weta/thewest/events/1850_1860.htm#1859


over these years, he was awarded the 

Congressional Medal of Honor.  

 

 

 

 

 

While Cody was earning a reputation for 

skill and bravery in real life, he was also 

becoming a national folk 

hero, thanks to the  

 

“Adventures of Buffalo Bill" in 

dime novels.  Later Mr. Cody was asked 

to star in a play called, The Scouts of the 

Plains, and though Cody was not a 

professional actor, he was a natural 

showman, and was popular with the 

audiences.  

He remained an actor for eleven years and 

also began writing books and stories about 

his life. But not even show business 

success could keep Cody from returning to 

the West. He began taking rich adventure 

seekers on 

Western hunting 

expeditions.  

In 1883, when 

he started 

Buffalo Bill’s Wild 

West Show, an 

outdoor program 

http://www.pbs.org/weta/thewest/events/1880_1890.htm#1883


that acted out some of the things that 

happened in life on the frontier: a buffalo 

hunt with real buffalos, an Indian attack on 

with real Indian actors, a Pony Express 

ride. Half circus and half history lesson, 

the show was a huge success, touring the 

country for 30 years. 

Cody made a fortune from his show 

business success and spent or lost it all 

before his death. Cody died on January 10, 

1917, and is buried in a tomb in Colorado. 

 

 

 

 

 

Glossary 

adventure seekers – a person who looks 

for unusual and exciting experiences. 

 

audiences – people                            

that come to see an                           

event 

 

http://www.google.com/imgres?q=audience&num=10&hl=en&biw=1024&bih=567&tbm=isch&tbnid=ZqvapOC8q7f2BM:&imgrefurl=http://leanblitz.net/2011/11/target-audience/&docid=74zRLZ-DiG8oTM&imgurl=http://leanblitz.net/wp-content/uploads/2011/11/audience.jpg&w=752&h=501&ei=NduOUOPgC4i49gTVrYHYDA&zoom=1&iact=hc&vpx=325&vpy=178&dur=281&hovh=183&hovw=275&tx=113&ty=110&sig=109923987540590781477&page=3&tbnh=139&tbnw=208&start=20&ndsp=12&ved=1t:429,r:1,s:20,i:213
http://www.google.com/imgres?q=cavalry&hl=en&biw=1024&bih=567&tbm=isch&tbnid=PQp3PV9qFO4AsM:&imgrefurl=http://www.cavhooah.com/info/index.php/blog/article/national-cavalry-competition1&docid=0e73NRybS7Bw8M&imgurl=http://www.cavhooah.com/info/images/uploads/2010/10/DSCN2045.jpg&w=1024&h=768&ei=hduOULKlGI6I9QSNkYDACg&zoom=1&iact=rc&dur=47&sig=109923987540590781477&page=3&tbnh=161&tbnw=230&start=22&ndsp=12&ved=1t:429,r:4,s:22,i:225&tx=116&ty=89


cavalry – soldiers                                

who fought on horses 

 

 

Congressional Medal of Honor – an 

award given to soldiers for bravery 

dime novels - fiction and                                      

non-fiction short books written                                      

and sold, like comic books.  

expeditions – a trip taken by a group 

with a purpose 

folk hero – a person who gains popularity 

through oral stories 

fortune – a large amount of money 

 

frontier – the edge of 

settled land with wilderness 

beyond its border 

 

mounted messenger – a person who 

delivers small items or 

letters on horse back 

Pony Express – boys 

and men who delivered 

mail on horse back 

prairie – a large 

open area of 

grassland 

 

prospector – a person 

searching for gold or 

silver 

 

 

scouts - a person sent                                                                          

in front of a group to                        

http://www.google.com/imgres?q=frontier&hl=en&biw=1024&bih=567&tbm=isch&tbnid=wtETv7mOvvvXGM:&imgrefurl=http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Frontier&docid=Q3ehNtSCQqp1aM&imgurl=http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/thumb/6/62/1800s_Texas_House.JPG/300px-1800s_Texas_House.JPG&w=300&h=226&ei=HdyOUOaKLYqa9gTP_4DADg&zoom=1&iact=rc&dur=343&sig=109923987540590781477&page=4&tbnh=166&tbnw=216&start=32&ndsp=12&ved=1t:429,r:4,s:32,i:259&tx=74&ty=97
http://www.google.com/imgres?q=pony+express&hl=en&biw=1024&bih=567&tbm=isch&tbnid=lBTx1nIEQ55VWM:&imgrefurl=http://www.rfrajola.com/features/stolenpony/stolen.htm&docid=XI5q-CBW-SXuBM&imgurl=http://www.rfrajola.com/features/stolenpony/ponyrider.jpg&w=834&h=545&ei=V9yOUMalH4X49gTN2YG4CQ&zoom=1


gather  information                             

about the land coming. 

 

 

show business – theater, movie and 

music business 

 

  

tomb – a place                                   

someone is buried 

 

touring – performers going to different 

places to share their show 

 

wrangler – a person                              

in charge of cattle or                           

livestock on a farm. 
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