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Cody Presentation 

Ira Dreyfuss 

While this is a presentation on Buffalo Bill, I can’t do it in Buffalo Bill’s style. 

Like, I couldn’t ride in on a white horse, with a rifle cradled in my arms. I 

suggested a horseback entrance to Right Worshipful Phil. It was probably a 

nonstarter, anyway. It would have been memorable….  Horse avouched for…  

At the same time, you can’t do an ordinary biographical presentation on 

such an extraordinary life as was lived by Brother William F. Cody (McMurtry 

2005).  As a true son of the Old West, he dared to do, and did, things that many of 

us dreamed of when we were boys. As a man of business – well, the writer Larry 

McMurtry, who many of us remember as the author of the great Western novel 

“Lonesome Dove,” describes Cody as one of the world’s first superstars 

(McMurtry 2005, 5-8). So Cody sort of set a pattern. From Buffalo Bill to 

Beyoncé…. 

You can’t not tell stories from such a storied life.  And, naturally, I will. But 

as Masons, we have a deeper interest. At bottom, we are here to learn how to 

improve ourselves in Masonry. I think we learn by example as well as by symbol. 

We learn Masonic character from the comportment of our brethren.  



2 
 

Often in these presentations, we hear only the virtues of a man’s character. 

I think that’s a shortcoming. When we go no deeper than a man’s virtues, we 

raise him to a level that none of us can attain. His example then daunts us, and I 

think it could discourage us. It appears to be beyond us. Better, I think, for 

struggling humanity to witness failure as well as success and so to encourage each 

other, through the example of the struggle, to struggle ourselves, and thus 

become better men. It is through this lens that I present the life of Brother 

William F. Cody. 

First, the facts of a life that, if it had not been real, would have looked like a 

movie treatment. This farm boy – born in Scott County in what was then Iowa 

Territory, in February 26, 1846 – was introduced to the West around the age of 8, 

when his father moved the family to the area of Fort Leavenworth, in what was 

then Kansas Territory, and became a stage coach driver (Cody Biography n.d.) 

(Goppert 1997).  

The Codys had landed in Kansas during the guerrilla civil war over slavery 

that earned the territory the name Bloody Kansas. The intensity of the conflict got 

Bill’s father, Isaac, fatally stabbed by a proslavery man. Isaac didn’t mind slavery 
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but didn’t want slaves in Kansas. This mild opposition in those heated times was 

enough to get him killed (McMurtry 2005, 36-37). 

Young Bill now had to be the breadwinner for his family.  He found work as 

a short-trip mule-back messenger for a freight company. He was only around 11 

then (Cody Biography n.d.). Bill grew into larger responsibilities for the freight 

company -- McMurtry says it wasn’t unusual back then for kids to be working so 

young (McMurtry 2005, 38) .  

On a cattle drive for the company – it’s the West, you moved animals, too – 

Bill was involved in a firefight with a band of Indians – and, it is said, killed his first 

Indian (McMurtry 2005, 33). It became a crucial part of the Cody legend; for white 

Americans, anyway, back then, Indian-fighting was a big thing.  

It’s important to note that, over the course of the rest of his life, Cody was 

a friend and supporter of Indians, in fact hiring hundreds to work in his shows 

(Cody Biography n.d.). At his death, the Oglala Sioux council of Pine Ridge, South 

Dakota, passed a resolution of mourning for a man who, in the words of the 

resolution, was a “warm and lasting friend” (Blackstone 1988). 

The freight company grew into the Pony Express – Bill at that point was 14 

(Goppert 1997). He said later, by the way, that he made one of the longest 



4 
 

sustained Pony Express rides – 321 miles, stopping only to eat and change horses. 

McMurtry, reviewing what little evidence there is, indicates the distance probably 

was right and the evidence is plausible (McMurtry 2005, 50). I have to put an 

asterisk by the Pony Express exploits because some historians are dubious that 

Cody actually did it (Cody Biography n.d.). I want to note these qualifiers because 

Cody, as a showman and promoter, conflated what we’ll call legend into the facts 

of his life.  

The Pony Express, despite its fame, didn’t last long – the iron horse did in 

the flesh and blood one, and the telegraph easily beat the rider. At 17, as the Civil 

War was winding down, Cody was a U.S. Cavalry scout (Goppert 1997). He saw a 

small amount of Civil War action (McMurtry 2005, 56-57).  

It was directly after the war that Bill Cody did two things that would stay 

with him. One is that he got married, to Louisa —known as Lulu – Frederici (Cody 

Biography n.d.). The other, better known, would earn him the nickname that 

would be linked forever with him as closely as if he had been born with it. Cody 

became a hunter with a company that had a contract to provide meat for laborers 

who were working on the Kansas Pacific Railroad. According to his tally, in 18 
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months, ending in 1868, he had killed 4,280 buffalo (Cody Biography n.d.). So: 

Buffalo Bill Cody. 

A preview of the kind of man Bill Cody was: Around 1911, another buffalo 

hunter, also named William – William Mathewson – claimed he had been Buffalo 

Bill first.  

Today, we’d probably have a trademark infringement lawsuit, and the more 

powerful party with the deeper pockets would crush the smaller one. Not Cody. 

He conceded that he didn’t have a hammerlock on the nickname. And later, when 

the other Buffalo Bill had suffered financial losses, Cody settled some of … we’ll 

say the other Bill’s bills. Today, a publicist would have promoted that act to build 

credibility about what an admirable man Cody was. Consider that, for show 

people, having people admire you helps to sell tickets. Cody had a publicist, but 

he did this without calling attention to a man who would become a friend 

(McMurtry 2005, 80). Do good unto all, and hold a secret, as we say.  

This is not to say Cody was the epitome of charitable modesty. The tour got 

nice publicity by doing benefit performances from time to time. At least once, it 

went bigtime, with a charity parade, a picnic and a free performance for poor 
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orphan kids (McMurtry 2005, 186-187). Do good unto all and let everybody know 

it also works. 

By 1869, Cody was back as a federal contractor, as a civilian scout. His brave 

rides through Indian Country – and word of mouth that led to guided hunts and 

exploration parties for VIPs – gained him attention from General Phil Sheridan, 

whose post-Civil War duties now included eliminating Plains Indians as a block to 

the westward expansion. Cody was a scout and courier for forces under Sheridan, 

and one of Cody’s long rides through Indian Country made a favorable impression 

(McMurtry 2005, 74-75). 

It was not just Cody’s skill and daring that made impressions. It was his 

manner and bearing – so much so that VIPs who Cody took on these managed 

hunts carried his fame back East. A guest on one hunt that included General 

Sheridan, General Henry Davies, described Cody as well-mannered, agreeable, 

retiring but well-informed and willing to talk about what he knew (McMurtry 

2005, 26-27). Cody ran a number of these managed hunts for friends of Sheridan. 

Sheridan fixed him up for a hunt with the Russian Grand Duke Alexis – a lousy 

shot, according to McMurtry (McMurtry 2005, 83-87). The hunt event included a 

little show by Indians that Cody had set up – we’ll call that the germ of a Wild 
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West idea. More importantly at this point, it got a lot of publicity. Russian grand 

dukes were rare and exotic in America, and the old Civil War photographer 

Matthew Brady was on hand to take pictures. 

Possibly more importantly, Cody knew how to make an entrance.  General 

Davies describes Cody riding into camp on a snow-white horse, with Cody wearing 

a light-colored fringed buckskin jacket open to a crimson shirt.  

Around now, Cody’s fame was building. Demand for scouts to find Indians 

to fight was falling off, and Cody – among others – realized the thirst people back 

East had for stories and heroes of the West. It fed the narrative of daring men – 

good and bold men -- leading a uniquely American Western civilization toward its 

transcontinental destiny.  

Cody’s story had begun to be featured in dime novels about the West. One 

of the authors was the famous – at the time – Ned Buntline, who also was a part-

time impresario, and who invited Cody to play himself in 1872, in a melodrama in 

Chicago (Cody Biography n.d.). Such cheaply produced shows really were nothing 

more than an excuse to show Easterners and Midwesterners a real-live gallant 

plainsman of the model they’d been reading about. 
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As Cody began to get involved in show business, he moved his family to 

Rochester, New York, separated from Buntline and joined with a couple of Plains 

buds – Wild Bill Hickok among them – to start his own theatrical troupe (Cody 

Biography n.d.).  

Cody broke off his tour after the Battle of the Little Bighorn in 1876. He 

returned to the West and to scouting. 

 I have to say he dressed for the part. On duty, he wore his stage costume 

of crimson shirt and black velvet pants. In a skirmish, he killed a Cheyenne named 

Yellow Hair. Cody came back East to continue the shows, and he now had Yellow 

Hair’s war bonnet and scalp – and the same outfit Cody wore to kill him –  

“Buffalo Bill’s First Scalp for Custer’’ (Cody Biography n.d.). 

Cody and his family moved back to Nebraska – North Platte. In 1882, he 

organized a Fourth of July show that included a lot of cowboy stuff, and which 

some say developed into today’s rodeos. That led to a traveling exposition – and 

that, with modifications and enhancements, led to Buffalo Bill’s Wild West (Cody 

Biography n.d.).  
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Cody was fortunate to have a skilled manager handling logistics, Nate 

Salsbury, and a PR genius who hero-worshipped Cody, John Burke, known as 

Major Burke. Basically, the three of them built the show - and the fame. 

It was a big, big show. There were horseback races that included cowboys, 

Mexican vaqueros, and Indians. There was bucking horse riding, roping, and the 

spectacle – close-enough, sort-of, re-enactments of a buffalo hunt, hundreds of 

Indians and other performers for such things as attacks on a stagecoach and a 

settler’s home, the Battle of the Little Bighorn, for a while appearances by Sitting 

Bull, and some trick shooting by a little lady from Ohio, Mrs. Frank Butler, better 

known as Annie Oakley. Oakley hated the term “trick” shooting, by the way. She 

said it was only used for women.  

And there was Buffalo Bill himself. It was a big hit in the United States, then 

a big hit on a European tour that included a command performance for Queen 

Victoria during her Golden Jubilee year. The success of that tour helped to lead to 

other European tours, and fed Cody’s fame in America. 

In all this, Cody found time to put together an irrigation project that led to 

the founding of a city in Wyoming —now named Cody – and some tourist hotels. 
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His businesses outside of the Wild West show generally failed, and he died with 

little wealth to his name. But what a name he left behind. 

There were other former hunters and guides doing shows, but there was 

something about Buffalo Bill that made him stand apart from the rest. Part of his 

charm was, frankly, that he was blessed with good looks, and looked the part of a 

plainsman, with the goatee, long flowing hair, an excellent fashion sense in 

fringed buckskin, and superb horsemanship during a period in which command of 

a horse was a manly virtue. He also was an excellent storyteller – a skill that is, of 

course, fundamental to showmanship. But that’s not all of what made him who 

he became. So now we get to the crux of our interest in him as a man and a 

Mason. 

While still on the Plains, William F. Cody became Brother Cody. He 

petitioned and was elected to receive the degrees at Platte Valley Lodge Number 

32, under dispensation, holden under the Grand Lodge of Nebraska. Cody was 

elected on his 24th birthday, and was initiated on March 6th, 1870. He was raised 

on January 10 of 1871 to the sublime degree of Master Mason. Later, while in 

Europe with his Wild West show, he petitioned Euphrates Chapter, Royal Arch 

Masons of North Platte, Nebraska, by mail. He would become exalted to the Royal 
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Arch degree. In 1889, he would be dubbed a Knight Templar. In 1892, he walked 

the burning sands to be a Shriner in Omaha. In 1894, the Northern Jurisdiction of 

Scottish Rite conferred its degrees on him (Goppert 1997).  

Let’s now consider Cody as a Mason. When a person is as prominent as 

Cody was, honorary titles are a way in which others attach themselves to a 

person’s fame. That doesn’t often work – shouldn’t work – in freemasonry. Even 

an at-sight affiliation requires a common understanding that the candidate’s 

heart – if not his knowledge of symbol and ritual – is that of a brother. Even at 

that, I could not find a case in which Cody walked in at sight – and this for a man 

who much of the world would have recognized at sight. He petitioned his way in 

(Goppert 1997).  

As for lodge attendance: well, let’s say Cody, who was on the road a lot, 

missed a few. We’ll call him a traveling man. But he remained a Mason all his life. 

And there is evidence that he worked at improving himself in Masonry. At the 

North Platte Lodge of Nebraska on 23 April, 1870, he was examined on the 

Second Degree – and failed. It was on 10 January, 1871 that he reballoted – and 

this time was elected to receive the sublime degree (Masonic Burial Service 

Reenactment n.d.).  
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So, with an outline of his Masonic credentials and much of his biography 

now before us, let’s consider Cody’s qualities as a man and as an exemplar of 

qualities fostered by the Craft. He was far from perfect, to be sure -- Buffalo Bill 

was human like the rest of us – but we can learn from other imperfect humans 

how to improve our imperfect selves.  

First, Cody as a man – those characteristics he carried with him as he was 

about to enter for the first time through the West Gate. Cody by this time in his 

life showed clearly that he possessed physical courage – the capacity to place 

himself willingly in dangerous situations such as frontier firefights. Courage such 

as his, I think, grows out of self-confidence, and Cody had no shortage of that. But 

a man can be courageous and confident and still not be much of a man. One can 

be a courageous and confident heartless scoundrel – even successful at it. Traits 

such as these are only virtuous when employed virtuously, with a caring heart. 

One way to measure the caring quality of a heart is by the capacity to see 

other people as essentially the same as you. It’s why we teach ourselves to meet 

people on the level. And I think it was part of Cody’s character to meet people on 

the level.  As a hunter-guide, he was neither obsequious to visiting dignitaries, 
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including royalty, nor condescending to those who could be considered below 

him.  He neither sucked up nor looked down.  

Now, what I’m about to tell you will sound odd as a description of a 

superstar whose career required relentless promotion of an image as the epitome 

of the daring Western frontiersman. Maybe he exaggerated the kills he made – of 

humans – and there is some scholarly debate about whether he killed Yellow Hair 

directly or shot Yellow Hair’s horse out from under him, but he did not exaggerate 

his own ability by claiming he made the impossible easy  (McMurtry 2005, 76). I 

don’t know if modest is the right term for this. Maybe simply honesty.  

In fact, honesty seems to have been a mark of Cody’s character. Annie 

Oakley, who had worked with him for 17 years, said it when she heard of his 

death: “His words were better than most contracts. Personally, I never had a 

contract with the show once I started. It would have been superfluous” 

(McMurtry 2005, 12).  

One of Cody’s major failings, I have to say, concerns loyalty to the lady he 

married. Cody was not the first – and, judging from our common knowledge of 

superstars – the last to prove unfaithful. So here was a wealthy, handsome and 

charming celebrity far from home – and way back home was Lulu. Over the 
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course of his show biz career, a number of ladies found this wealthy celebrity 

handsome and charming.  

 I doubt that any of us will have all the opportunities Cody had to do wrong. 

And I don’t want to know about any opportunities that anyone here might have 

had.  My point is that, by failing to right, Cody exemplified the capacity for moral 

weakness that all of us have. We, also, in some moral endeavor, will fail to do 

right. Each of us has his most-loved weaknesses, which provide to us the 

opportunities to learn again the virtue of repentance, and the virtues of 

compassion and humility, which then should extend outward from ourselves, 

toward others. This is why we listen to good counsel when it is whispered, and 

also why we whisper it. In Cody’s case, we can’t know if good counsel might have 

aided a reformation. But we can know it works in general because it has. So there 

always is hope, for us and for others. 

Brother William F. Cody passed to the Lodge Celestial on 10 January 1917.  

He had two funerals. The first was at the Colorado state capitol, where he was 

laid at rest, and about 10,000 people came for the viewing (Grand Lodge of 

Colorado, AF&AM n.d.).  
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He was interred on June 3 of that year, on top of Lookout Mountain, about 

20 miles west of Denver; the delay being necessitated because the tomb had to 

be carved out of the living granite of the mountain. (Masonic Sourcebook 2013). 

This second funeral was larger, attended by an estimated 15,000 people. It 

included a Masonic service, organized by Golden City Lodge No. 1 in Golden, 

Colorado at the request of his mother lodge in North Platte (Grand Lodge of 

Colorado, AF&AM n.d.). 

In life, Cody had a number of Wild West farewell performances. Maybe it 

was just hard for him to say goodbye, maybe it just drew those last audiences. But 

leave it to Buffalo Bill to have two farewell performances even after death.  

So what can I – what can we – take away from such a life? What emulation? 

I doubt I will emulate superstardom or buffalo hunting.  And scalping is right out – 

as for me, I look more like a victim than a perpetrator. That said, Buffalo Bill also 

was bald, so there’s an emulation for you. 

 But I’m not about that. I can take away, for instance, his capacity to treat 

people on the level. And that’s easier said than done. It requires brotherly love – 

the ability to look not simply into the eyes of our fellows, but deeper, into the 

soul.  
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As Masons, we have the rare opportunity to see a man through his 

character. I think Cody got things done by looking past differences of culture, at 

the work to be done and on who could best work and best agree. He looked 

neither up nor down. He looked straight ahead. I can try that.  

 I can take away his honesty. Annie Oakley said she didn’t need a contract 

because Cody’s word was enough. We test the accuracy of honesty in our own 

hearts, by measuring our rightness – our rectitude. We have the square for that. 

As Masons, like Brother Cody, we try to act on the square.  

 I can take away his generosity. Another term for that would be charity, the 

free giving of what we have to someone in need. I see this generosity – this act of 

giving – as the trowel, and the trust in fellowship that it creates as the cement 

which binds together people in any society, not simply this of ours. Cody’s 

generosity extended beyond the Fraternity. So can mine. 

 And I can take away his failings. Cody succeeded in spite of them, including 

the one I highlighted, which it seems he liked a lot and never really desired to give 

up. And I can note that Buffalo Bill, at bottom, strove to be better than his worst, 

and that he built his successes on what was better.  

 Well, if he can, I can. So can we all.  



17 
 

References 
 

Blackstone, Sarah J. 1988. The Business of Being Buffalo Bill: Selected Letters of Wiliam F. C0dy. Santa 

Barbara, California: Greenwood Publishing Group. 

n.d. "Documenting the Life of William F. Cody." The William F. Cody Archive. Accessed August 2, 2019. 

http://codyarchive.org/life/wfc.bio.00002.html. 

Goppert, Ernest J. 1997. "Buffalo Bill - Cody." MasonicWorld. Accessed August 1, 2019. 

http://www.masonicworld.com/education/files/may03/buffalo_bill.htm. 

Grand Lodge of Colorado, AF&AM. n.d. Reenactment of the Masonic Funeral Service for Buffalo Bill Cody. 

Accessed August 11, 2019. www.coloradofreemasons.org/pdfDocuments/buffaloBill.pdf. 

n.d. Masonic Burial Service Reenactment. Accessed August 4, 2019. 

http://www.coloradofreemasons.org/pdfDocuments/buffaloBill.pdf. 

Masonic Sourcebook. 2013. buffalo bill cody, mason and frontiersman. September 3. Accessed August 

11, 2019. www.masonicsourcebook.com/buffalo_bill_cody_mason_bio.htm. 

McMurtry, Larry. 2005. The Colonel and Little Missy: Buffalo Bill, Annie Oakley and the beginnings of 

superstardom in America. New York CIty: Simon & Schuster. 

 

 


