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Cycling and the Wild West 

On Lookout Mountain we don’t have spring buds and blossoms to alert us to springtime.  In-
stead spring is heralded by two-wheeled enthusiasts, toiling up the Lariat Trail in ever-increasing 
numbers.  Few of them realize there is an historic connection between cycling and Buffalo Bill’s Wild 
West. 

The first velocipede to be called a bicycle (named after its two wheels) was the high wheeled 
or penny farthing bicycle, which today is often ridden more as a novelty than for regular transporta-
tion.  Referred to as safety bicycles, having two wheels of equal size, gears and pneumatic tires, the 
bicycles with which we are most acquainted today became popular in the 1890s.   
 During that same decade Buffalo Bill’s Wild West was also tremendously popular.  It was only 
inevitable that there would be an intersection of the two.  In 1889 the Indiana State Sentinel in Indi-
anapolis noted that “Buffalo Bill Thursday entertained the American cyclists at the Wild West show, 
in Paris.”  Those particular wheelmen might well have been riding high wheeled bicycles, since safety 
bicycles were still not commonly used.1 

 Later, in April of 1896, Buffalo Bill was interviewed by 
a reporter from the Chillicothe News.  He remarked “I 
think that women can do everything as well as men, ex-
cept ride a bucking pony, but they ride the bicycle a great 
deal better, at least they look better, for they sit up 
straight.  I always want to hit a fellow when I see him 
bending down to the handle bars.”  When asked if he rode 
a bicycle he said considered himself too old to do so.2 
 Buffalo Bill’s statement belied his endorsement of the 
Rambler bicycle, advertised in Chicago’s Sunday Times 
Herald that June.  The advertisement shows Cody sitting 
upright on a safety bicycle, riding with only one hand on 
the handlebar.  Behind him are American Indian perform-
ers with the show, all on bicycles.  The caption for the ad-
vertisement reads “Buffalo Bill and his band of Rough Rid-
ers had no trouble to keep in the lead when riding a Ram-
bler.”  The ad appears with other advertisements for bicy-
cles on a page of the newspaper devoted to stories about 
cycling.3 
 Annie Oakley was a great fan of bicycling, which she 
considered an ideal sport for women.  When the Wild 
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West was performing at Olympia in London in 
1892 she purchased a safety bicycle.  It did not 
have pneumatic tires but had solid tires and 
weighed thirty-five pounds.  She rode it around 
the streets of London and later claimed she was 
the first woman to ride a bicycle in the city.  
When the show returned to the United States 
she had both her horse and the bicycle return 
with her, stating “I am equally as fond of it [the 
bicycle] as of my horse.”  Annie advocated both 
cycling and shooting for women; in 1897 she 
said that cycling help pave the way for women 
to do shooting.  She felt that both activities en-
couraged outdoor exercise for women that 
would benefit their health.4 

Annie even shot at targets while riding a 
bicycle and posed for an advertising card that 
showed her doing that.  The caption for her 
photo read “Annie Oakley rides the Sterling Bi-
cycle.”  The motto of the Sterling Company was 
“Built Like a Watch.”  
 Some of the encounters were not neces-
sarily positive, as the Jacksonville Daily Journal 
in Illinois noted after a visit to the town by 
Buffalo Bill’s Wild West in 1898.  “Various bicy-
cle riders complain that they are greatly an-
noyed these days by small boys with lassos who 
persist in trying ‘The Buffalo act’ on them.  Sev-
eral wheelmen have been dragged from their 
machines in this manner.”5 

The popularity of bicycles reached the 
point where Buffalo Bill’s Wild West included 
an act referred to as “Carter the Cowboy Cy-
clist.”  Carter, in reality a man named George C. 
Davis, started on a platform over forty feet 
above the ground, riding down a ramp at a 
great speed.  The ramp ended and he launched 
into the air flying over forty feet and crossing 
twenty feet.  Then he landed on a platform at 
the end of the arena.  This aerial feat was not 
without its dangers for this early Evil Knievel; 
gusts of wind or wet ramps could make his aeri-
al journey quite treacherous.  On most windy or 
wet days the act was usually cancelled but 

there were several occasions where he chose to 
perform anyway, barely landing on the platform.6 

The popularity of Buffalo Bill’s Wild West 
and of cycling had an influence on the career of 
Samuel F. Cowdery, a young sharpshooter from 
Texas.   He changed his last name to Cody in 1888 
in hopes of enhancing his career.  His talent plus 
the name, did get him a number of jobs perform-
ing in wild west shows, although not in Buffalo 
Bill’s Wild West.  Eventually he took his sharp-
shooting act to Europe.  While he exploited a cer-
tain physical resemblance to Buffalo Bill, Samuel 
never claimed to be Buffalo Bill.  He did, however 
claim to be William F. Cody’s son… until Buffalo 
Bill’s lawyers came calling.  After that, Samuel 
saw the rise in popularity of the bicycle and  de-
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The horse is being supplanted by electric cars, horseless car-

riages and bicycle.  The horse will soon be as great a curiosi-

ty as the buffalo now is.  We shall see some man, calling him-

self Horse Harry, going over the country giving exhibitions and 

claiming to be the man who once rode a horse.  Horse Harry will 

be the successor to Buffalo Bill. 

     -San Francisco Call, Oct. 13,  1895 

cided to capitalize on it.  He staged a series of 
horse versus bicycle races in Paris in 1893 
where, riding on horseback, he beat the cy-
clist.   The event was popular enough that he 
staged several more races in France, the ma-
jority of which he won.  Finally, in 1894 S.F. 
Cody rode against a cyclist in Munich, Germa-
ny and was thoroughly trounced.  By 1897 
these races were being denounced by the cy-
cling associations in Europe and Cody turned 
his attention to other pursuits.  He eventually 
ended up working with kites and airplanes; 

today S.F. Cody is considered an aviation pioneer 
in England.7 
 The merger of the wild west, Buffalo Bill, and 
cycling during the latter part of the 19th century 
may have anticipated the current intersection of 
cycling and history interests on Lookout Moun-
tain.  Perhaps S.F. Cody had an idea worth explor-
ing today and a horse versus cycle race would be 
an interesting addition to the roster of Lookout 
Mountain races this year.  
 
 

 

 
For more on the history of bicycling as well as a chance to visit one of the largest bicycle collections in 
the United States, contact Golden’s Steve Stevens at GoldenOldyCyclery .com.  
 
 
 

 1 - Indiana State Sentinel, July 3, 1889, p. 2. 
 2 - Clipping from the Chillicothe News, Buffalo Bill’s 1896 scrapbook, Buffalo Bill Center of the 
West’s McCracken Research Library.. 
 3 - Chicago Sunday Times-Herald, June 7, 1896, p. 27. 
 4 - Glenda Riley, The Life and Legacy of Annie Oakley, Norman:  University of Oklahoma Press, 
1994, pp. 138 – 139. 
 5 - “The Way We Were: Buffalo Bill Exhibition Leaves Mark,” posted online by the Jacksonville 
Journal Courier, on October 17, 2016. 
 6 - Tom F. Cunningham, “Your Fathers the Ghosts:  Buffalo Bill’s Wild West in Scotland,” Edin-
burgh:  Black and White Publishing, 2007, pp. 189, 212, 232, 261. 
 7 - Jerry Kuntz, A Pair of Shootists:  The Wild West Story of S.F. Cody and Maude Lee, Norman:  
University of Oklahoma Press, 2010, pp. 85-88.   Because of his resemblance, SF. Cody is often mis-
taken for Buffalo Bill, most recently in Bill O’Reilly’s Legends and Lies: The Real West. 
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Baseball and the Wild West 

Typically Buffalo Bill’s Wild West be-
gan gathering its performers and other per-
sonnel in late March or early April, to begin 
rehearsing and other preparations for the up-
coming show season.  During the first month 
or two, Wild West personnel concentrated on 
perfecting their acts or other work and spent 
relatively little time on such avocations as 
sports.  William House, an English lancer, was 
recruited near London in February of 1898.  
He arrived in New York City aboard the Cu-
nard liner “Campania” on March 19.  He be-
gan riding practice that afternoon and the first 
Wild West show performance was at Madison 
Square Garden on March 30.  On April 10, 
1911, cavalryman Henry Finn began rehears-
als at the fairgrounds in Trenton, New Jersey.  
They had planned to begin rehearsing the 
morning before but got up to find three inch-
es of snow on the ground.   Four days later 
the show departed Trenton for Washington, 
D.C. and they gave their first performance on 
April 17.1 

By the time summer arrived, Wild West 

personnel had more spare time and, for some 

at least, their minds turned to baseball.  The 

earliest mention about baseball and Buffalo 

Bill’s Wild West was by William McCune, who 

worked for the show arranging Lakota perform-

ers.  During a visit to Omaha he is asked “Bill, 

you remember that Carlisle Indian student you 

took to Europe with you, Jacob White Eyes?” 

MCune replies “Oh, yes, that big, handsome 

Indian.  He is quite an athlete.  When we were 

in Paris a team of the Buffalo Bill show played a 

game of baseball with the American students of 

Paris and Jake pitched.  We won all three 

games.”2 

In 1892 a group of cowboys with the Wild 
West organized the Buffalo Bill’s Base Ball Club 
to play the London Thespian Base Ball Club.  
The Sporting Times reported that the Thespian 
team consisted of nine American actors and 
music-hall artists who were performing in Lon-
don.  After seven innings the Thespians had on-
ly five runs while the Buffalo Bill’s club scored 

thirteen.  The same Wild 
West team played another 
match with a different 
group, consisting of English 
actors, and handily beat 
them “to the delight of the 
patriotic Americans pre-
sent.”  Afterward the teams 
enjoyed a “genuine Ameri-
can breakfast“ of fried spring 
chickens in cream, corn, hot 
corn bread, hash and on-
ions.3 
 Those baseball games in 
England had an impact.  It 
was reported three years 
later that the National Base-
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1 – William House Diary, 1898, Buffalo Bill Museum and Grave archives.  Henry Finn 
Diary, 1911, Buffalo Bill Museum and Grave archives. 

2 - Omaha Daily Bee, December 27, 1907, p. 2. 
3 – Sporting Times, July 2, 1892.  “High Jinks at the Wild West,” newspaper clipping in 

Pony Bob Haslam scrapbook, Buffalo Bill Museum and Grave archives. 
4 - “Twenty Years Ago:  Baseball in England,” The Bridgeport Evening Farmer, Feb. 24, 

1915. 
      5 - “Baseball at the Wild West,” Brooklyn Daily Eagle, June 24,  1894.  

ball Association had met and elected officers.  
The Association traced its origins to “a side 
show for ‘Buffalo Bill’s Wild West’ exhibition.”  
The report concluded that “there is a healthy 
growth of baseball in England.”4 
 In 1892, the Brooklyn Daily Eagle reported 
on another baseball game between Wild West 
personnel and local actors.  The article stated 
“the players had lots of fun.  None of them had 

played before this year.  Nearly all the runs 
were scored on errors and every bumble and 
wild throw was greeted with cheers.”  The team 
from the Wild West was ahead of the actors by 
one point when the game was discontinued 
after the fifth inning because “the broiling hot 
sun prevented a continuance of the sport be-
yond that  limit.”5 

 

The baseball bats used by Wild West performers would have been very similar to the bats used 
today, as can be seen in this 1895 advertisement for Spalding Bats.  
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A SUMMER OF OBSERVANCES 

 The 100th anniversary of Buffalo Bill’s death and burial in the Denver area contin-
ues this summer with events in Golden and exhibits throughout the metro area.    
 
 The first event of the summer will be on Saturday, June 3, the date that Buffalo Bill was buried 
on Lookout Mountain one hundred years ago.  Beginning at noon there will be a re-creation of the 
Masonic ritual that was held during the burial.  After the burial, Jim Salestrom, Susie Knight, and Rex 
Rideout will provide musical tributes to Buffalo Bill in a special performance area by Pahaska Tepee 
and in the museum.  The annual Buffalo Bill Days held in Golden on July 28 though 30 will feature 
Buffalo Bill even more than usual, including a special educational area among the booths in Parfet 
Park.  The International Cody Family Association will also hold its annual reunion in Golden during 
Buffalo Bill Days.  The summer’s activities will conclude with the Buffalo Bill Museum’s annual Fall 
Roundup on Sunday, September 17.  Call 303-526-0744 for more information on any of these 
events. 

 Exhibits about Buffalo Bill have been opening through the spring and several more 
will open this summer: 
 
 “Buffalo Bill, Trains, and the Wild West,” Colorado Railroad Museum (Golden), open through       

October 21. 
 
“Buffalo Bill and the American Wilderness” Hiwan Museum (Evergreen), open through June. 
 
“A Better Place Could Hardly Have Been Chosen,” Buffalo Bill Museum and Grave (Golden), open 

through the end of the year. 
 
“Lights, Camera, Colorado!  Buffalo Bill on the 

Big Screen,” Lakewood Heritage Center 
(Lakewood), open through September 2. 
(photo: right) 

 
 
 
 
 
“Diversity in the West: Buffalo Bill Posters,” McNichols 
Civic Center (Denver), open May 20 to August 27.  
(photo: left) 
 
“Quilting the Wild West,” Rocky Mountain Quilt Muse-
um (Golden), open through July 26. 
 

“Buffalo Bill in Comic Books/Dime Novels,” Denver Public Library Western History Collection 

(Denver), open September 1 to December 31. 
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 In the photograph below, one can see that Buffalo Bill’s casket was draped with both roses and 
carnations.  Someone today might describe carnations as inexpensive and pedestrian, not worthy of 
Cody’s stature in society, but this is far from the truth. When Cody died, carnations represented a 
vital part of Denver’s economic solvency and were responsible for the financial stability of hundreds 
of people. 
 When the gold and silver discovered in 1859 began to play out, entrepreneurs found themselves 
with dwindling income and few choices. In 1872, irrigation ditches branching from the Platt River 
brought water to the fertile soil of the region, and it was soon realized that the warm summers were 
perfect for growing vegetables and cut flowers.   
 The floral industry grew and the need developed for larger year-long growing facilities.  In 1891, 
the first greenhouse was built.  By 1900 Denver boasted over 400,000 sq. feet of greenhouse space, 
much of which was dedicated to the #1 export: carnations.  By 1929 Colorado had become the Car-
nation capital of the world.  During that year, Colorado was the sole supplier of carnations to 10 oth-
er states, and revenue topped $5,000,000 – surpassing the gold mining industry during that same 
time. 
 The carnation industry continued to flourish, with Colorado as its capital, until the 1970s. Rising 
fuel costs burdened growers, however, as they tried to heat greenhouses all year long.  Colorado 
State University (CSU) researchers reported that the temperate climates in Bogota, Columbia, com-
bined with the cheap labor available in South American, made this distant land a more economically 
sound location for growing cut flowers, and the title of “Carnation Capital” was soon lost. 
 At the time of Cody’s death, however, it is little surprise that his casket was draped with the 

product of Colorado’s “Second Gold Rush,” a bountiful array of plump, Colorado carnations.  

Jackson, Steve. May 16, 1996. Growing, Growing, Gone, Westword. Retrieved from url: http://www.westword.com/

news/growing-growing-gone-5056312  

 

Carnation Gold Rush, Wikipedia.  Retrieved from url: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Carnation_Gold_Rush  

Colorado’s Carnation Industry:  The OTHER Gold Rush 

http://www.westword.com/news/growing-growing-gone-5056312
http://www.westword.com/news/growing-growing-gone-5056312
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Carnation_Gold_Rush
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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  
 

December 3 

  Christmas with Cody  

 

1pm —4pm:   Musical tributes to Buffalo Bill by singer-songwriter Jim    
Salestrom, cowgirl poet Susie Knight and music historian 
Rex Rideout. 
 
Presentations by “Buffalo Bill” and “Annie Oakley.” 
 
Children’s activities. 

Noon:   Re-creation of Masonic ceremony done at original burial. 


