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Digging up the History of Buffalo Bill’s Final Resting Place   
 

 -Steve Friesen- 

I had always been rather resentful that they buried him there instead of at Arlington and 
many of his friends had felt the same way.  But after we had seen the grave, we thought that a 
better place could hardly have been chosen.  From the top of the mountain, you can literally look 
out over four states, the great western states that the colonel loved and worked to develop.  We 
like to think that he is on guard there.1 

 
 So commented Buffalo Bill’s niece Mary Jester Allen after a visit to Lookout Mountain in May of 
1920.  Seven years later, that resentment had returned and she was singing a different tune. “I know 
we’ll have to fight every person in Colorado, but we want to bring him back to his home.”  This state-
ment by Mary Jester Allen on October 28, 1927, in effect “threw down the gauntlet” and started a move-
ment to take Cody’s body to Wyoming 2.  A month later, the Denver Post reported that Johnny Baker had 
reburied the Codys under twelve feet of reinforced concrete.  According to Baker, “This work forever 
settles the idle talk about the possible removal of the bodies of Colonel Cody and Mrs. Cody from the 
resting place they chose.”  Baker contended that “our work has been done to make perpetual the lasting 
resting place of Colonel and Mrs. Cody and to provide a sure foundation for any monument that may be 
erected in the future.”3 

Mary Jester Allen’s statement was not the 
only threat to remove Cody’s body from Lookout 
Mountain.  In 1948 the Cody American Legion 
pledged $10,000 in cash to anyone who would 
steal the body and the Cheyenne American Le-
gion offered to do the honors.  It was probably 
just a publicity stunt to promote the Legion’s up-
coming convention in Wyoming but, deciding to 
take no chances, the Leyden-Chiles-Wickersham 
American Legion post in Denver stationed a 
guard at the grave.4 

Few burial spots have been marked by the 
controversy that has surrounded Buffalo Bill’s 
final resting place on Lookout Mountain.  As early 

       Visit the museum to see our special temporary exhibit “A Better Place Could Hardly Have Been 
Chosen,” opening on February 26, 2017. The exhibit deals with Buffalo Bill’s death and burial on 
Lookout Mountain in 1917 and the years since.   
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as the 1920’s there were accusations that Buffalo 
Bill’s widow had taken a bribe to bury her hus-
band on Lookout Mountain.  And as late as 2000 
one gentlemen claimed that his grandfather had 
stolen Cody’s body from the mortuary and buried 
it in an unmarked grave in Cody, Wyoming.  Alt-
hough totally bogus, this claim has been em-
braced by some people in Cody.  The simple act of 
burying someone 100 years ago continues to 
spark controversy. 
 Buffalo Bill is buried where he asked to bur-
ied, there is no imposter in the grave, and no 
amount of wishful thinking is going to change 
that.  The gravesite itself has, however, changed 
over the years.  Those changes are documented by 
photographs in the museum’s collection. 
 The earliest photos of the grave in the Muse-
um’s collection date to June 1, 1917.  They show 
the hole and the iron vault into which Cody’s cas-
ket would be lowered.  According to the Denver 
Post, “arrangements for the burial were complet-
ed yesterday, when the metal vault which will 
hold the remains was lowered into the cement 
lined, solid stone crypt and a steel flagpole, sixty-
five feet high was erected.   That flagpole appears 
to be the one that is at the grave today.  A later 
article note that a “pine tree, gnarled and storm-
swept, stands as a sentinel” next to the grave.5 

 Behind the coffin are spectators and the new-
ly erected flagpole.  Other photographs show au-
tomobiles parked all around Lookout Mountain 

Park, people trudging up to the 
grave site, and the Masons gath-
ered around the coffin in prepara-
tion for the ceremony.  After the 
coffin was lowered into the crypt, 
it was covered with dirt and the 
U.S. flag was run up the flagpole.  
An officer was posted at the grave 
for that night and the following 
summer to “keep vandals or 
ghouls from tampering with the 
tomb of ‘Buffalo Bill’.”6    
 By August of 1917 an officer 
was no longer posted at the grave, 
which was represented by a pile 
of rocks.  A sign nailed to the 
gnarled pine tree indicated just 

Top:  Cody’s iron vault. 
Middle: Boy scout stands beside Cody’s open casket. 
Bottom: Mourner start to arrive for the June 3, 1917 burial. 
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whose body the 
stones covered.  A 
large sign to the 
west of the pine tree 
announced the plan 
to build a Memorial 
to the Pioneers of 
America on the site.  
It listed some of Buf-
falo Bill’s contribu-
tions to history as 
well as the names of 
other pioneers like 
Columbus, Captain 
John Smith, Meri-
wether Lewis, and 
Kit Carson.  Dona-

tions could be sent to The William F. Cody Memo-
rial Association at Denver’s Albany Hotel or left in 
a small wooden box.  The entry of the United 
States into World War I in 1918 put plans to cre-
ate a memorial on hold.  A snapshot in the Muse-
um’s collection shows a young man, Charles 
Womersley, sitting on one of the pine tree’s 
branches in 1918.  It bears the inscription, “the 
year he [Womersley] went to war.”  The grave 
was still a pile of stones.  

Finally, on October 26, 1918, the Rocky 
Mountain News announced that Denver had 
placed a bronze plaque over Buffalo Bill’s grave 
“to remain until after the war and the Cody me-

morial is erected.” In an effort to deal with the 
ongoing controversy regarding Cody’s burial, the 
plaque also bore the words “At Rest Here by His 
Request.”7  It was probably around that date that 
the first stone monument was erected and a 
fence placed around the grave.  The enclosure 
contained the lone pine tree at the west end of 
the fence and a stone monument at the east end 
of the fence.  The plaque also faced to the east, 
even though the grave was actually between the 
monument and the tree.  The flagpole stood 
around 20 feet to the west of the fenced area.  A 
small flag was shoved into the stones in the 
fenced area.  Some photos from the time also 

show a wreath placed on top of the monument. 
The William F. Cody Memorial Association’s 

goal of building a massive building over the 
grave had been largely abandoned by 
1921.  The construction of Pahaska 
Tepee was an acknowledgment that 
some sort of visitors’ center was nec-
essary for the many visitors to the 
grave, given the lack of progress on a 
memorial building.  Electric lines 
were strung over Lookout Mountain 
to provide power to Pahaska Tepee 
and some photographs of the grave 
show both the wires and the poles.  
Pahaska Tepee opened in May of 
1921 with a museum of artifacts that 
belonged to Johnny Baker, Louisa Co-
dy and friends of Buffalo Bill.  In a 
handwritten chronology of Buffalo 
Bill’s life, Frank Winch, a press agent 
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for the Wild West and friend of both Bill Cody and 
Baker, noted that General J.J. Pershing raised the 
first flag over Buffalo Bill’s grave at that time.8 

 Photographs of the grave after 1921 show a 
flagpole placed upon the stone monument itself 
for the first time. Previously the only flag on the 
site had been flown from the flagpole that had 
been erected in 1917 and which was several feet 
away from the grave.  After 1921 the gravesite 
was marked with two flags, one on the flagpole 
and the other on the stone monument.  

Louisa Cody died on October 20, 1921 in 
Cody, Wyoming.  She had insisted all along that 
Buffalo Bill had asked to be buried on Lookout 
Mountain and directed that she be buried with 
him.   Following her funeral service in Cody, she 
was transported to Denver.  The Wyoming State 
Tribune and Cheyenne State Leader described 
Buffalo Bill’s grave as being in a vault eighteen 
feet deep, with his casket resting upon concrete 
pedestals underneath a concrete arch.  The grave 
was opened and Mrs. Cody’s casket was placed 
above that of her husband’s on November 1.9  

In 1924, W.R. Lockhart of Denver painted 
Buffalo Bill’s grave by moonlight.  The painting 
shows the flag on top of the stone monument as 
well as the flagpole and the pine tree.  There is a 
bronze commemorative plaque on the east side 
of the stone monument.  It is difficult to read but 
it could have been one of two plaques: the origi-
nal 1918 bronze plaque with the words “At Rest 
Here by His Request” or another plaque which no 
longer had that phrase but apparently replaced 

the original plaque at one point.  What is interest-
ing is that neither plaque mentioned Mrs. Cody, 
who was buried there in 1921.  Unfortunately the 
1924 painting is not detailed enough to read the 
plaque.  By 1924 a new plaque was added to the 
west side of the monument, the first one on that 
side.  The new plaque commemorated the partici-
pation of the Denver Elks lodge in Buffalo Bill’s 
funeral in downtown Denver.  The Museum has a 
photograph of silent movie star Ruth Roland plac-
ing a wreath on the grave that dates to approxi-
mately the same time.  In this photo she is placing 
the wreath on the west side of the fence and the 
Elks plaque is located on the lower portion of the 
monument. In that photograph the old pine tree, 
still inside the fence enclosure, has pretty much 
expired and is propped up by a piece of wood at-
tached to the fence.   

A few years later another photograph was 
taken of a young Indian woman placing a wreath 
on the grave.  Like the photo with Ruth Roland, 
this photograph shows the west side of the stone 
monument.  The old tree is still attached to the 
fence and the Elks plaque is still on the monument 
but has been moved to a higher position.  Above it 
is a new plaque with the names of both Codys up-
on it.  A glass plate negative in the Museum’s col-
lection has a closeup of the stone monument 
which shows both of these plaques in greater de-
tail.  This negative shows pine boughs placed up-
on the stone monument and over the grave area.  
There also appears to be wire mesh placed in 
front of the monument and over the stones that 
comprise the grave.  No concrete had yet been 

laid on the grave. 
At some point a major 
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change was clearly made to the grave site to give 
it the appearance it has today.  Where the monu-
ment was originally at the east end of the fenced 
area, today it is at the west end.  The plaque 
commemorating the Codys was originally on the 
west side of the monument and now it is on the 
east side.  Even the stone monument itself was 
rebuilt, for today it has a slightly different shape 
and different cap stones than it did originally.  
All of these changes appear to be related to the 
1927 remodeling of the grave that was referred 
to at the beginning of this article.  At that time 
both caskets were taken out of the grave, the 
tree was removed, and the site completely re-
configured.  As the Denver Post noted at the 
time:  

 
   Under the direction of Johnny Baker, 
foster son of the famous pioneer, the 
work of encasing the two caskets in steel 
bar and concrete to a thickness of eight 
feet on all sides and to a depth of twelve 
feet from the surface has recently been 
completed.  Overlaying the two caskets 
are crisscross bars one inch in diameter 
laid four inches apart and extending sev-
eral feet in each direction from the bor-
ders of the tomb.  In addition the entire 
mass of solidity, measuring 16 in width 
by 24 feet in length by 12 feet in depth, is 
composed of reinforced concrete and 
steel bars.  This will constitute a perma-
nent foundation ideal for any monument 
that may hereafter be erected in honor of 
the famous dead enclosed.10 

 

Baker also replaced the first stone monu-
ment with another stone monument, putting it 
on the west end of the site.  The Elks plaque was 
placed on the west side of the monument.    By 
this time the 1918 plaque with the words “At 
Rest Here by His Request” had disappeared.  The 
plaque that referenced only William F. Cody and 
which had no such words was placed with the 
Elks plaque on the west side of the monument.  
The plaque commemorating both Codys was 
then placed on the east side of the monument.  A 
tube was placed in the top of the monument to 

hold a flag, as had been the tradition since Gen-
eral Pershing’s visit in 1921 (the tube remains 
there today, but no longer holds a flag).  The flag-
pole to the west of the grave stood as it had since 
1917.   

While the idea of a large memorial structure 
had apparently been abandoned by 1927, articles 
that year refer to efforts to raise funds to erect a 
life size bronze statue of Cody on his horse.  This 
statue had first been designed by A. Phimister 
Proctor in 1917 and was based upon a painting of 
Cody by Pappacena (this painting is currently in 
the exhibit area at the Museum).  These plans to 
build the statue of Cody over the grave never ma-
terialized and the stone monument and plaques 
remain today as they were in 1927.   

A 1933 photograph of the grave shows it 
surrounded by a fence and by level ground.  
White stones were laid over the grave itself and a 
variety of plants grew within the fenced enclo-
sure.  That same year the Denver Post had a no-
tice that the “bronze tablet” on Buffalo Bill’s 
grave had been stolen.   The article described it as 
four inches wide by eight inches long.  Since all of 
the tablets in photos prior to that date (and de-
scribed above) were larger and, in fact, still re-
main on the stone monument, this particular 
“bronze tablet” is unknown.11 
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After 1933 there were minimal changes to 
the gravesite.  The flagstone steps that currently go 
up to the grave, an asphalt path from Pahaska Te-
pee and asphalt surrounding the fenced grave were 
probably added by a Civilian Conservation Corps 
crew later in the 1930s.  The asphalt was replaced 
with concrete by Denver Mountain Parks in the mid
-1980s.  Spikes were added to the fence itself at 
some point and have remained there until today.  A 
postcard from 1942 is one of the earliest images 
showing the spikes. 12  

Buffalo Bill’s gravesite has changed little 
since Johnny Baker put the Codys under twelve feet 
of reinforced concrete.  There are still threats to 
move Buffalo Bill to Wyoming but they are mostly 
tongue in cheek.  After years of saying Buffalo Bill 
should have been buried in their town, some mem-
bers of the Cody community claim that his body 
was stolen back in 1917 and has been there all 
along.  But there’s no truth to that.  Today, nearly 
100 years after his burial, Buffalo Bill continues to 
reside at the spot his niece called the “better place” 
and where he was buried “by his request.” 
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Colorado Helps 
Celebrate the 100th 

Anniversary of   
Cody's Burial 

  
 Throughout 2017, re-
gional museums, libraries 
and municipalities will com-
memorate the death and 
burial of Buffalo Bill by offer-
ing a series of special 
events and exhibits.  Here is 
a list of what’s on the docket 
so far.  For details and con-
tact information, visit the 
Buffalo Bill Museum website 
at www.buffalobill.org. New 
listings will  be added as  
information is submitted. 

EXHIBITS 
 

Jan 7—Oct 29:  Buffalo Bill, Trains, and the Wild West, Colorado 

Railroad Museum, Golden, CO 

 

Feb 7—June 11: Buffalo Bill: The Conservationist You Never  

Knew, Hiwan Homestead Museum, Evergreen, CO 

 

Feb 26—Dec 31:     A Better Place Could Hardly 

Have Been Chosen.    Buffalo Bill Museum and 

Grave 
 

March 25—August 12: Lights Camera, Colorado!  Buffalo Bill 

and the Movies, Lakewood Heritage Center 

 

May 20—August 27: Diversity in the West: Buffalo Bill Posters,  

McNichol’s Civic Center Building, Denver, CO 

 

September 1—Dec 31: Buffalo Bill in Comic Books/Dime Novels, 

Denver Public Library, Western History Dept. 

EVENTS 
 
February 23: The City of Golden Presents The 
Buffalo Bill Experience , Golden History Museum 
  
February 25: Buffalo Bill Birthday Bash,  Buck-
horn Exchange Restaurant, Denver 
 
February 25: Buffalo Bill Birthday Party, Rock 
Rest Lodge, Golden, CO 
 

February 26:  
Buffalo Bill Birthday Celebration      
Buffalo Bill Museum and Grave 

 
April 9: Lone Tree Arts Center Presents The Buf-
falo Bill Experience:  
 
April 11: Lakewood Heritage Center  Historical 
Luncheon Series: Buffalo Bill and the Big Screen 
 
April 22: Hiwan Homestead Museum Presents 
The Buffalo Bill Experience, Evergreen, CO 
 
May 2: Littleton Bemis Library Presents The Buf-
falo Bill Experience. Littleton, CO 

 
May 13th: Order of the Indian Wars Symposium, 
Centennial , CO 
 

June 3:  
Buffalo Bill Burial Reenactment 
Buffalo Bill Museum and Grave 

 
June 3: South Suburban Parks & Rec Presents: 
The Buffalo Bill Experience: 
 
July 27—30: Buffalo Bill Days: Parade and Festi-
val, Golden, CO 
 

September 17:  
Fall Roundup 

Buffalo Bill Museum and Grave 
 
September 22: The City of Broomfield Presents 
The Buffalo Bill Experience, Broomfield, CO 
 
Sept 30: Aurora History Museum Presents the  
Buffalo Bill Experience , Aurora, CO 
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Since 1989, Scientific and Cultural Facilities District (SCFD) 

has distributed funds from a 1/10 of 1% sales and use tax to 

cultural facilities throughout the seven-county Denver metro-

politan area. The funds support cultural facilities whose prima-

ry purpose is to enlighten and entertain the public through the  

production, presentation,  exhibition, advancement and preser-

vation of art,  music, theatre, dance, zoology, botany, natural 

history and cultural history.  

 
Buffalo Bill  

Museum & Grave 
 

 

987 1/2 Lookout Mountain Road 

Golden, CO  80401 

Phone:  303-526-0744; FAX: 303-526-0197 

Email: buffalobill.museum@denvergov.org 

www.buffalobill.org  

 
2017 events  

 

June 3 

Buffalo Bill Burial  
 

September 17 

  Buffalo Bill’s Fall Roundup  

 

     Join some of this region’s finest reenactors as we 

honor and sing Happy Birthday to America’s favorite 

son, William, “Buffalo Bill” Cody.  Children’s crafts and 

games will begin immediately after the    cake-cutting 

and will continue until 4:00 p.m. 


