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Abstract
______________________________________________________
After many years of cultural antagonism, the late nineteenth century saw a
marked shift in the relationship between American and British culture. American
contempt for British nobility changed to admiration, and British feelings of superiority
over Americans were replaced by feelings of kinship.
William “Buffalo Bill” Cody’s tour of England in 1887 brought these changes of
national cultural sentiment to the forefront of both American and British consciousness.
Cody and his production, “the Wild West,” were met with nearly universal critical and
popular success in Britain. A British culture, which had consistently upheld feelings of
superiority toward American visitors and culture, gave Cody’s performances, and even
Cody himself, a reception atypical of most American visitors. This reception of Cody, an
American hero whose ethos matched the essential American archetype of the
frontiersman, marked the beginning of mutual cultural respect between both the British
and Americans, which would reach prominence in the twentieth century.
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Introduction:
Early American Nationalism and the Frontiersman
________________________________________________________________________

The War of 1812 provided Americans with the foundation for their own
nationalism, separating it from its previous identity as a British colony. Studies on
nationalism and its development in the west agree that common historical memories are
essential for the creation of a nation.1 The “victory” over the British gave Americans
newfound confidence and self-respect, which cemented the success and legacy of the
Revolution.2 Albert Gallatin said that, “The war has renewed and reinstated the national
feelings and characters which the Revolution had given. The people...are more American;
they feel and act more as a nation.”3
The major impetus for the development of this newfound American nationalism
was the rousing defeat of the British Army at New Orleans in 1815. The stunning and
lopsided victory ignited nationalist feeling, and cemented the heroic status of General
Andrew Jackson. Born to Scots-Irish immigrants, Jackson spent his youth in the
backcountry of the North and South Carolina border.4 At the age of twenty-one, Jackson
moved to Tennessee after receiving a post as a public prosecutor, an opportunity that a
young lawyer, like Jackson, could not pass up. From 1788 to 1795, his work took him
1
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across Tennessee, from Cumberland to Nashville to Jonesborough.5 Jackson’s travels
through Tennessee’s expanses of wilderness, populated with hostile Native American
tribes, cemented his reputation as a frontiersman. Stories of Jackson’s involvement in
Indian fighting, coupled with his defeat of the Creek nation during the War of 1812,
would define Jackson as a military hero, frontiersman, and Indian fighter.6
Remarking on the news of the victory at New Orleans, Niles’ Weekly Register
stated “We have shewn to all the world our love of peace, and astonished all people with
our forbearance. We have alike astonished it by a single-handed contest with a nation that
has aspired to govern it, and demonstrated to mankind a capacity to acquire a skill in
arms to conquer ‘the conquerors of the conquerors of all.”7 The Register extolled the
virtues of the “fellow townsman” who had been the hero of the war, but who would
receive none of the publicity that well-to-do naval officers in a similar situation would
have.8 Naval officers, who had before been the main military heroes due to the efforts of
Commodore Oliver Perry, fell out of favor after New Orleans. The new hero was the
humble militiaman. This contrast between the militiaman and higher-status positions
would not only be restricted to the American military. The American Advocate and
Kennebec Advertiser gleefully announced the fall of the mighty “Wellingtonian heroes,”
while commending the efforts of the “brave” American citizens of the militia.9 The
militiamen of Kentucky, Tennessee, Mississippi, and Louisiana offered Americans an
5
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identity that was distinct and entirely unrelated to a British heritage, and conveniently
demonstrated this distinction to the very nation that Americans sought to extricate
themselves from.
The Battle of New Orleans was the central historical memory to the newly
developed American Nationalism of the nineteenth century. Because of this, the heroes of
New Orleans, all of which being frontiersman including Jackson, became the archetype
for the American hero. This archetype became central to American popular fiction in the
nineteenth century. The Prairie Prince, The Boy Outlaw; or, Trailed to his Doom, a dime
novel, published in The Saturday Evening Post in 1875 and attributed to the American
Frontier Hero “Buffalo Bill” Cody, followed the story of a young American frontiersman
who sought revenge for the murder of his father.10 The novel opens with the Prairie
Prince, rescuing the lost daughter of Major Racine, a prominent American military
officer. However, soon afterwards Racine seemingly inexplicably orders the execution of
the Prairie Prince’s father. Fearing the plans of the Prairie Prince who vowed revenge for
his father’s death, Racine attempts to capture the Prairie Prince. However, the Prairie
Prince’s skill as a frontiersman and horseman foil all of Racine’s attempts. Fearing his
death at the hands of the Prairie Prince, Racine commits suicide, but not before writing a
letter to the Prairie Prince revealing an astonishing truth: that he was actually the younger
brother of the Prince’s father, and had killed him in order to inherit a lordship in England
which had been legally passed down to the Prince’s father. With his father and Racine
now dead, the Prairie Prince now was the inheritor of this lordship. The novel ends with

10
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the Prairie Prince living at his English estate with his bride, Racine’s daughter who would
become “The Reigning Belle of London.”11
This ending marks an astonishing turn in the value of American identity: the
figure of the frontiersman, essentially American since 1814, “graduates” to the status of a
landed nobleman, a symbol of English culture. The American frontiersman, although
clearly still valued, is placed beneath the status of English nobility. This ending contrasts
sharply to earlier American rhetoric concerning the aristocracy. Federalist Paper #84, on
the subject of titles of nobility, stated: “Nothing need be said to illustrate the importance
of the prohibition of titles of nobility. This may truly be denominated the corner-stone of
republican government; for so long as they are excluded, there can never be serious
danger that the government will be any other than that of the people.”12 In 1811,
Congress nearly passed the Titles of Nobility Amendment, which would have expanded
Article I, Section 9 to include a clause stating that any citizen who had accepted a title of
nobility or honor without the consent of Congress would “cease to be a citizen of the
United States.”13 The amendment was passed by twelve state legislatures, falling just one
state short of the required thirteen.14
The romance surrounding the Prairie Prince’s metamorphosis into an English lord
illustrates a clear shift in the view of the British Aristocracy to the American public. No
11
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longer wishing to separate from Britain all together, Americans in the mid-to late
nineteenth century instead sought British approval of their own culture, as evidenced by a
clear self-consciousness in regard to how their culture compared with that of Britain. As
much as Americans would seek British approval, we also see a marked change in British
perceptions of American culture at this time as well: a culture that was formerly
dismissive of any entertainment or literature created across the Atlantic would soon
welcome American cultural icons with a vehemence and admiration that rivaled that of
the United States. The aforementioned “Buffalo Bill” Cody and his tour of England at the
end of the century marked the essential meeting of admiration between English and
American culture, an admiration that would end years of rivalry and criticism and begin
many years of cultural conglomeration.

6

1. William F. Cody: From Frontiersman to Showman
________________________________________________________________________

In 1875, the Saturday Evening Post ran an advertisement to spark reader interest
in The Prairie Prince, the Boy Outlaw written by “the well known Indian scout, Hon.
Wm. F. Cody,” which was to be published serially by the Post.15 The Post, “Anxious to
obtain for its readers “a first class Border Story,” sought “a writer thoroughly posted on
the subject, and who could truthfully depict the startling and vivid reality of actual
Frontier Life.”16 Cody, the author, was enlisted for his experience in the “reality of actual
Frontier Life,” but rather than write a story on his own experiences, he was asked, with
“considerable persuasion,” to write a frontier romance.17 The piece was clearly an
important addition to the Saturday Evening Post’s typical content. The Post ran
numerous advertisements that contained critical praise for Cody’s piece:
The SATURDAY EVENING POST of this city, published by Reed, Wickersham
& Co., has commenced an original story of prairie life and adventure, by Hon.
Wm. F. Cody, who is better known as “Buffalo Bill.” He is unquestionably
familiar with the subject; and the story, interesting in its introduction, promises to
retain its interest to the close. The POST has an honorable record and is
conducted with taste and discretion. – North American and United States Gazette,
Philadelphia.18
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By obtaining the valuable efforts of Cody, The Saturday Evening Post sought to
capitalize on an American appetite for both reality and romance. However, the extent of
reality in this piece is even further stretched by Cody’s questionable authorship of the
novel. Louis Warren, in his biography of Cody, notes that dozens of dime novels where
ghostwritten under Cody’s name during the 1870’s.19 The Saturday Evening Post’s desire
to publish a fictional story written by a real-life character, after this is considered, now
seems only to be a dishonest ploy to increase readership.
This American appetite for a realistic romance, or, more accurately, a romantic
realism, would become the driving force in William Cody’s career as an entertainer.
Cody, from his days acting on stage to his great outdoor “Wild West” performances,
would always be acting or performing as himself. Because his success was so closely tied
to his own ethos, Cody, in effect, needed to “create” himself to fit into the realistromantic narrative sought by his audiences. Cody’s personal history was, even in his own
time, under intense scrutiny and debate.20 Cody’s autobiography, published in 1879 and
sold at every one of his “Wild West” shows, championed his participation in the Pony
Express. The Pony Express, a courier service that traversed over two thousand miles of
the American west with daily rides of over 200 miles, held a distinct romantic appeal to
Americans who wished to remember organic labor and the testing of human physical
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limits during a time of intense industrialization.21 Much like his authorship of The Prairie
Prince, Cody’s participation in the Pony Express is also highly questionable: accounts
from both his teacher and sister substantiate that Cody, instead of riding with the Pony
Express during its short life from 1860-1861, was in school.22
It is significant that Cody would choose to fabricate such a major detail of his life,
but seems even more significant when placed in the context of his actual youth. The Cody
family moved to Kansas in 1854, just before the bloody years surrounding the Civil War
known as “Bleeding Kansas.” William Cody’s father, Isaac Cody, was a free-soil
Democrat; he believed that neither slaves nor free blacks should be allowed in Kansas.
Although Isaac Cod was hardly a “radical abolitionist,” he was identified by the local
pro-slavery supporters as such, and was promptly stabbed as punishment.23 He would
survive the stabbing, but would leave his family frequently for political refuge. In 1856,
after learning of a plot to kill Isaac, ten-year old William Cody attempted to ride all the
way to Grasshopper Falls to warn his father, despite being sick with influenza.24 While
his fabricated exploits as part of the Pony Express encompass numerous pages, the story
of the ten-year old Cody’s midnight ride is mentioned only in passing.25 Cody even
leaves out the important and endearing details of his age and illness.26 Cody’s actual
young life was not devoid of danger and action. In fact, his midnight ride is a stirring and

21
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heroic story on par with any of the fabrications of the Pony Express. Still, Cody felt it
necessary to bend reality and fictionalize his life in an effort to create the persona desired
by his audience. In addition to fabricating his involvement with the Pony Express, Cody’s
autobiography presents stories of Cody’s involvement in the Mormon War of 1857,
fighting against the Sioux, and prospecting in Colorado. All of these incidents, if not
disproven outright, are highly unlikely.27 These events, central to Cody’s heroic persona,
clearly diminish his youthful representation of himself as a prodigy of the frontier.
However, after 1861, Cody’s autobiography becomes more accurate and reliable.
In 1862 Cody joined the Red-Legged Scouts, a local Kansan paramilitary unit that
provided information to units of the Union army about the location of pro-slavery
guerrillas in Kansas and Missouri.28 Warren believes that Cody’s involvement with the
Red-Legged Scouts is actually true because Cody does not embellish, or romanticize his
involvement beyond “many a lively skirmish.”29 After his service, Cody would work odd
jobs, including periods as a teamster, liquor dealer, and the job that would make his
namesake, buffalo hunter. In 1867, Cody, now married and seeking to obtain a
respectable living, attempted to found a town along with William Rose. The venture,
however, would fail after a railroad president decided to put a stop in Hays City rather
than in Rome, the site of Cody’s town. On his return to buffalo hunting, Cody stated: “It

27
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was hard to descend from the rank of millionaires to that of graders and buffalo hunters,
but we had to do it. The rise and fall of modern Rome had made us, and it broke us!”30
Although his career as a buffalo hunter represented reduction in status, this career
would win Cody his first public acclaim. The Leavenworth Bulletin noted the pleasure
that the “Leavenworth Buffalo Hunting Club” had during an excursion to Hays where
they were led by a “well known scout,” named “Buffalo Bill.”31 The Hays City Railway
Advance frequently noted Cody’s ability as a buffalo hunter, including a day in January
1868 in which he killed nineteen buffalo.32 Cody’s true stardom, however would emerge
in 1869 when the famed dime novelist, Ned Buntline, presumably visiting Kansas to
write a novel about “Wild Bill” Hickock or Frank North, decided to instead write about
“Buffalo” Bill Cody.33 The novel, Buffalo Bill, King of the Border Men, was published
serially in Street and Smith’s New York Weekly, and initial installments of the novel were
published in newspapers throughout the country, including the Boston Journal, the
Philadelphia Inquirer, the San Francisco Bulletin, and the Cleveland Plain Dealer. The
episode, published under the subtitle, “The Wildest, Truest Story Ned Buntline Ever
Wrote,” depicted Buffalo Bill’s return home from Fort Kearney in 1861 and his violent
and heroic encounter with an Indian raiding party in which he and Wild Bill Hitchcock
“Wheeled and Circled” around the enemy “never missing a shot.”34 The novel gained

30
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little attention initially; however, it would become the basis for Cody’s first theatrical
performance in 1872, which truly launched him into the national spotlight.35
With his fame on the horizon, Cody in 1869 would serve as a scout for the United
States Army during the Indian Wars. Cody’s service not only extended to identifying
trails and guiding soldiers across the plains; he also earned a reputation for his service in
combat. In addition to receiving the praise of his superiors, who as a scout dubbed him
“king of them all,” Cody was awarded the Congressional Medal of Honor in 1872. This
honor, however, would be later rescinded in 1917, as Cody was a contracted scout, not a
member of the United States Army. The Army Board for Correction of Military Records
would reinstate the award in 1989.36 At this point, Cody was a man of considerable
reputation, and with the help of Ned Buntline, began to cultivate his mythological past
through fiction and the stage.

35
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Figure 1: William Cody (far left) leading General Nelson Miles at an Indian Camp. Source: PBS.
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Buffalo Bill’s first exposure as a theatrical icon occurred in 1872. In a theatrical
production of Buntline’s novel, the actor John B. Studley starred as Buffalo Bill, earning
praise for his performance.37 With the popularity of Studley and Buffalo Bill, King of the
Border Men, Cody as well as his friend “Texas” Jack Omohundro found an opening to an
acting career in the theater. Starring both Cody and Omohundro and rumored to have
been written by Buntline in just four hours, Scouts of the Prairie would open in Chicago
in 1872 to a mixed audience; members of the upper, middle, and laboring classes all filed
in to see the play.38 Critics mocked both the play’s performances and its plot. The Boston
Daily Advertiser, on hearing that Buntline had written the play in four hours stated, “we
shall only add that we are surprised that it should have taken him so long.”39 The Chicago
Daily Tribune critiqued both Cody and Omohondro for being what they were: amateur
actors: “…they seem to labor under a distressing uncertainty as to what they ought to do
with their hands, fidgeting uneasily when silent, and when in dialogue poking out the
right and then the left at regular intervals, with an evident determination to show no favor
between the two.”40
Despite these critical protestations, the troupe of Cody, Omohondro, and Buntline
were very popular. They would continue their stage performances in 1872 in St. Louis,
Cincinnati, Indianapolis, Louisville, Cleveland, Rochester, Buffalo, Boston, and New
York, playing to packed houses nearly every night.41 Cody was clearly aware of his own
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amateurism on stage: During a performance in St. Louis, Cody proclaimed to his wife in
the audience, “Oh Momma. I’m a bad actor…Honest Momma, does this look as awful
out there as it feels up here?”42 However, despite his amateurism, Cody’s inadequacies as
an actor did not reduce the public’s appetite for his performance; if anything, they
enhanced it. Part of this can be attributed to Cody’s natural ability as a showman: after
forgetting his lines on one occasion, Cody compensated by telling a series of anecdotes
about a hunting expedition with an important businessman in the audience.43 However,
what seemed to most endear Cody to his audiences was the sense that they were
observing something authentic. The Chicago Times wrote, “They are no sham…There
they stand before you in the habiliments and trappings to which they have been long
accustomed…They are the real attraction.”44 Audiences clearly did not go to these
productions for dramatic or aesthetic value. Although many may have been drawn solely
by the sensationalism of Bowie-knife-fights or gun-fights, the appeal of seeing “real”
scouts re-enacting (or really just acting) events of their lives out west was undeniable.
Seeing real-life figures of the frontier allowed audiences to believe that what they had
seen on stage, although fictional and melodramatic, was a realistic representation of life
on the frontier. Like the Saturday Evening Post’s use of Cody as an advertising pitch,
Cody’s appeal on stage was driven by the public’s desire for to the illusion of realism that
made their fantasies tangible.

42
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Figure 2: Ned Buntline, Buffalo Bill, and Texas Jack. Source: Photographed by J. Gurney & Son.
Denver Public Library. Call Number: Z-2378
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Cody, gaining confidence in his acting and showmanship, would continue his
stage performances until 1882 and begin to construct the performance that would make
him an international star: the “Wild West” show. Cody’s “Wild West” was borne out of
previous frontier demonstrations: during his stage career he had frequently given private
exhibitions of frontier skills including roping, riding, and shooting to wealthy Americans
and Europeans.45 For a celebration of Independence Day in 1882, Cody organized the
“Old Glory Blowout” in North Platte, Nebraska. The event included songs and speeches,
a parade, fireworks and cash prizes for various frontier contests.46 Cody, the chairman of
the event, acted as Grand Marshall of the parade: the head of an extravagant procession
including a band, the Grand Army of the Republic, and a line of carriages.47 The success
of the “Old Glory Blowout” was clearly the beginning of “Buffalo Bill’s Wild West.”
Two weeks after the “Old Glory Blowout,” Cody and Frank North sold the Dismal River
Ranch in Nebraska for $75,000; Cody was preparing, already, to raise the capital for his
show, “The Wild West.”48
After the first year of the “Wild West,” Cody had created a national sensation.
The New York Herald noted that at a June performance at the Polo Grounds, the “small
boys cheered themselves hoarse after the opening procession when Mr. Cody rode up on
a magnificent gray horse…”49 The Boston Evening Journal believed that, “The
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performance as a whole, was exceedingly novel and exhilarating, and held the constant
attention and interest of the spectators.”50 Newspapers praised the “realistic
representations” of frontier scenes, as well as the talent of Captain Borgardus and his
sons in their marksmanship performance, and Cody’s equestrian performance.51
Over the years, Cody’s performances would continue to meet acclaim, and
eventually fashion its own stars in addition to Cody’s. The “Wild West” would bring
universal fame to Annie Oakley, the shows top marksmanship act, and even introduce
Americans to the Sioux chief Sitting Bull. Mark Twain, upon seeing a performance of the
“Wild West,” stated:
… [it] brought back to me the breezy, wild life of the Rocky Mountains, and
stirred me like a war song. Down to its smallest details, the show is genuine –
cowboys, vaqueros, Indians, stage coach, costumes and all; it is wholly free from
sham and insincerity and the effects it produced upon me by its spectacles were
identical with those wrought upon me a long time ago by the same spectacles on
the frontier.52
Cody’s great achievement in the creation of the “Wild West” was the extension of
frontier action (which before could only be acted on the stage) to a scope that could fully
encapsulate the excitement that audiences craved. Spectators like Twain and various
newspaper critics praised the “realism” and “sincerity” of the spectacle; however, what
they really found in the “Wild West” was what they wished or thought was the genuine
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action of the frontier. By amplifying the scope of the same performance he had given all
his life, Cody was able to reach a new level of public acclaim and desire.
Cody, both on stage and in the “Wild West,” would reach all parts of the United
States and even parts of Canada; however, the dominant majority of Cody’s
performances would occur in the Northeast. From 1872 to 1886, Cody would spend 60
months touring the Northeastern states, twelve more months than all other states
combined.53 In these areas Cody would reach a new and growing target audience: the
middle-class family. Nineteenth-century industrialization had produced a new variety of
white-collar jobs in urban environments: managers, clerks, salesmen, and other positions
of non-manual labor all expanded greatly from mid to late century.54 Workers in these
positions were more likely to stay in their cities, and would settle in middle-class
neighborhoods.55 By living together, members of the middle-class created their own
cultural identity, one that would embrace simplicity and reject elitism:
The fact that practicality and democracy pervaded education as well contributed
to the ease of access of people with humble origins to middle-class … Thus, one
of the major reasons that middle-class values, life-style, and manners were so
successfully diffused throughout the urban population was the distrust of elite
traditions, which accompanied a pervasive repudiation of the past.56
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Buffalo Bill and his “Wild West” appealed to this cultural identity of simplicity and antielitism. Cody represented the “simple” American life on the frontier, one that was
growing farther and farther from the industrialized northeast.
Cody’s performances, especially in his “Wild West,” were wildly popular with
children. However, few children would have the opportunity to see Cody’s performances
entirely on their own. A child’s admission to the “Wild West” in 1883 often would cost
anywhere from $0.25 to $0.40.57 This price would easily be beyond the range of a child’s
pocket change; they would likely have to ask their parents for the money to pay
admission. It is easy to imagine a middle-class family, gazing at the “Amusements”
section of the New York Herald deciding whether it best to pay $0.50 admission to see
The Taming of the Shrew at Daly’s theater, Tristan und Isolde at the Metropolitan Opera
House, or to see the 100th performance of the “Wild West,” and their frontier hero
Buffalo Bill at Madison Square Garden, and, at the behest of their children, deciding to
see their children’s frontier hero.58
Even the content of Cody’s performances included an appeal to the importance
and defense of the family. The finale of the “Wild West” was a scene entitled “Attack on
the Settler’s Cabin.”59 The scene reenacted an Indian raid against a lone settler and his
family, thwarted just at the last minute by the heroic arrival of Cody and a gang of
cowboys.60 The theme of Cody as “savior of the family” would run through other acts as
well: Cody would defend wagon trains, lead courtship dances, and would make marriages
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of performers within his troupe explicit to his audiences.61 Cody’s defense of the family
in his performances established him as the hero of patriarchal virtue. Cody was a father
figure to the image of the frontier family. Families seeing these performances together
could associate Cody’s heroism to their own families; the father could see Cody’s virtue
in himself, while the rest of the family could think of that virtue in their own father.
Cody’s performances strengthened the individual family relationship as well as elevating
the importance of the family within American society.
By frequently performing to the eastern American middle-class, Cody was able to
connect this region and class to the identity of the American frontier through their own
ideals. The performances, perfectly in line with middle-class tastes and identity, allowed
Cody to become an icon of popular culture both there and in the frontier states of the
Midwest and West, where the identity of the frontiersman as a hero was already
significant. Cody’s financial and critical success substantiated his status as the most
important figure in American popular culture. However, Cody was not just the most
important figure of American popular culture, he was the quintessential one. Cody was
able to identify with and connect the appetites of the laboring and newly powerful middle
classes throughout all of the United States, from east to west. Cody became a national
hero by becoming the preeminent American frontiersman; the bedrock of American
legend and mythology, developed and shaped in 1814, just outside of New Orleans.
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2. American Self-Consciousness and Admiration of Britain
________________________________________________________________________

Throughout the mid to late nineteenth-century, the United States had finally
begun to develop its own distinct culture, separate from what had previously been merely
a colonial British culture. After years of attempts to shake the influence of Britain in
literature, Americans started to create a “national” literature, which stylistically and
topically separated it from British literature. Mid-century writers like Melville, Emerson,
Whitman, Poe, and many others consciously developed “native” literatures, which
attempted to castigate the “British Influence.”62 Writers in the latter century would
benefit from these efforts, as well as the emergence of a “western” American cultural
aesthetic. The work of Mark Twain is a notable example of this; a native of Missouri,
Twain’s literature was often situated in the western territories and states. These works,
like the nonfiction Roughing It and Life on the Mississippi and the novel The Adventures
of Huckleberry Finn, notably used lower-middle class characters and created a sense of
their American identity through stylistic techniques, particularly the use of local color.
Twain is often associated as the first writer to break through the British influence and
create a literature distinctly American; Ernest Hemingway wrote, “All modern American
literature comes from one book by Mark Twain called Huckleberry Finn…All American
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writing comes from that. There was nothing before. There has been nothing as good
since.”63
As is noted in Robert Weisbuch’s Atlantic Double-Cross: American Literature
and British Influence in the Age of Emerson, American writers at mid-century were fully
conscious of a “literary battle” with the British.64 Years of “borrowing” from British
writers had hindered the growth of a native aesthetic.65 Walt Whitman wrote, “…as long
as we copy with a servile imitation, the very cast-off literary fashions of London,” then a
true nationality would continue to elude American writers.66 Prominent and respected
writers, like Herman Melville, believed that fostering the development of an American
“national” literature was of the upmost importance, and a primary responsibility of
literary critics.67 For Melville in particular, this meant that critical appreciation should
instead almost always be given to the American over the British, rather than the other
way around. Melville’s arguments make it clear that even in the United States, British
writers were nearly always viewed as more important than the Americans. It is also
interesting that, rather than espouse the greatness of American writers, Melville would
instead choose to argue that critics should “bend the rules” to favor American writers.
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Even from his own nationalist perspective, Melville was not entirely convinced that the
work of American writers could hold up to that of their British rivals.
This transitional period of American cultural identity created the first impetus for
American self-examination and comparison with other western nations. Americans feared
that a national culture did not exist, and because of this, their culture could be nothing but
British.68 Understanding their cultural heritage to be British, but wishing it not to be,
Americans lacked confidence in their own culture, which they viewed as either a poor
imitation of the British, or a culture without its own identity. The development of the
American “western” cultural aesthetic, however, would present Americans with cultural
aesthetic that was distinctly American. Although initially only considered a part of
“popular” culture in Britain, this western aesthetic would eventually define American
culture during its ascent to prominence within in the western world.

I. Reception and Experience of the Grand Tour
As was noted earlier, the ending of the dime novel The Prairie Prince, provides
an interesting perspective of the importance of American identity: given the opportunity,
the heroic American frontiersman, even in America, would prefer the elevated status of
an English nobleman. Americans wished to be considered the cultural equals of the
British. With the development of American economy, newly wealthy Americans would
cross the Atlantic to experience the culture of the Old World through “the Grand Tour.”
These tours allowed Americans to view European culture, as Daniel T. Rogers puts it, as
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though it were itself a “museum.”69 Seeking “an organic antiquity,” American tourists in
the mid to late nineteenth century felt admiration for the intellectual, hospitable, and
efficient culture of Britain.70 Accounts from these Americans share an absolute esteem
for the reception received from all echelons of British society: from the upper to the
laboring classes.
During his lecture tour of England in 1872, Mark Twain was shocked at the good
graces he received both during his lectures and during the social functions he attended. In
a letter to his wife, Twain described his appearance at a dinner hosted by the Sheriffs of
London for the guilds and liverymen of London. When his entrance was announced,
Twain received “ a storm of applause as you never heard.”71 He was shocked at the
nature of his reception:
I was never so taken aback in my life – never stricken so speechless – for it was
totally unlocked-for on my part. I thought I was the humblest in that great titled
assemblage - & behold, mine was the only name in the long list that called forth
this splendid compliment.72
Even though few of the other guests in attendance were nobleman, and most had only
held positions as sheriffs or aldermen, Twain was still astounded that his name would
merit so much recognition.73 Twain, despite being a notable and popular writer, even in
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Britain, felt that his status as an American would place him beneath his company at the
banquet. Twain’s statement “I did not know I was a lion,” in this letter, is especially
important because of its association with British royalty, specifically the House of
Plantagenet. Because the statement parallels Twain’s earlier expression of surprise at his
reception, it is clear that this statement signifies the approval of the British nation and of
the British culture toward Twain’s work.
Twain’s admiration for Britain would only grow during his stay. He would
compliment everything from British hospitality: “They are admirable; yet I would shrink
from deliberately describing them in a book, for I fear that such a course would be, after
all, a violation of the courteous hospitality which furnished me the means of doing it,” to
the efficiency of the British Postal System. 74 Twain even felt offense that the explorer
Henry M. Stanley refused to define himself as an Englishman: “In the first place he
denies his nationality – denies it strongly –swears he is an American. Now that is bad.”
Twain continues:
Now, my dear, he has been honored here as very few strangers were ever honored
in England & yet he shows the meanest ungrateful spirit. Because everybody did
not rise up a first & believe in him…he has ever since resented it. At last when all
England, with the Queen at the head came forward & frankly owned their error,
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he was not great-souled enough to say let bygones by bygones, but continued to
go about snarling at England & the English.75
While in attendance at the dinner in which the Royal Geographical Society offered their
apology to Stanley, Twain felt that Stanley was ungracious in his acceptance of the
apology.76 Twain finished his judgment of Stanley by saying that he was glad that he was
not an American, though “indeed he must have learned his puppyism with us.”77 Twain,
at a moment when picking sides in an argument along nationalist lines would have been
easy, instead backed the English, whose action he deemed “noble” and “manly.”78
From 1833 to 1835, a young Oliver Wendell Holmes toured Europe to study the
medical profession.79 Holmes, already the renowned poet of “Old Ironsides” and a
promising medical student, paid close attention to the customs and manners of the
English upper classes; both of which he greatly admired. Upon their arrival in England,
Holmes and his companion decided to host their own reception because so many English
elites wished to meet them. After they realized the difficulty of putting together the
reception in their hotel rooms, their new acquaintances, Dr. and Mrs. Priestly, allowed
them to host the reception in their own home.80 Holmes continued to benefit from the
social graces of the English after spending a week with Mr. and Mrs. Willet in Brighton:
“Our week at Brighton was passed in a very quite but most enjoyable way. It could not be

75

Twain, Mark. “To Olivia L. Clemens, Oct. 25 1872.” The Mark Twain Papers: Volume
5: 1872-1873. Pg. 199
76
Ibid. Pg. 200
77
Ibid. Pg. 201
78
Ibid. Pg. 200
79
Holmes, Olver Wendell. Our Hundred Days in Europe. Boston: Houghton, Mifflin and
Company. 1888. Pg. 4
80
Ibid. Pg. 43

27
otherwise with such a host and hostess, always arranging everything with reference to our
well-being and in accordance with our wises.”81
In addition to their admiration for the culture and hospitality of Britain,
Americans also fell in love with the landscapes of the English country. Frederick Law
Olmsted, the renowned American landscape architect, chronicled his visit to England in
his memoir Walks and Talks of an American Farmer in England. Olmsted, considering
himself a “farmer,” wrote his account because, in his encounters with travel literature, “I
do not recollect one of them, the author of which was a farmer.”82 Instead of the typical
focus on culture, art, and society, Olmsted focused his narrative on the landscapes and
agriculture of Britain.83 Although Olmsted was disgusted with the poverty he saw in the
urban areas of Liverpool, he was completely taken with design of the “People’s Garden,”
a public green in the Birkenhead suburb of Liverpool:
Walking a short distance up an avenue, we passed through another light iron gate
into a thick, luxuriant, and diversified garden. Five minutes of admiration, and a
few more spent in studying the manner in which art had been employed to obtain
from nature so much beauty, and I was ready to admit that in democratic America
there was nothing to be thought of as comparable with this People’s Garden.
Indeed, gardening had here reached a perfection that I had never before dreamed
of. I cannot undertake to describe the effect of so much taste and skill as had
evidently been employed.84
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The People’s Garden exhibited an ideal combination of the city and the countryside to
Olmsted and would become the driving influence in Olmsted’s designs of the most
prominent American city green spaces, including Central Park in New York City,
Chicago’s Riverside parks, and the park system of Buffalo.
After a visit to a small farm, Olmsted was very impressed with the competence of
English farmers. Diligent fertilizing, using bones 12 years previously, had made, “a
sweeter, stronger, and more permanent pasture” that greatly impressed Olmsted, with a
sward that was “thicker” and “better bottomed” than any he had seen in America.85
Olmsted was so taken with the English countryside, that he, briefly, adopted a sort of
British nationalism: “It may seem an uninteresting landscape, but I gazed upon it with
great emotion, so great that I wondered at it. Such a scene I had never looked upon
before, and yet it was in all its parts as familiar to me as my native valley. Land of our
poets! Home of our fathers! Dear old mother England!”86
In addition to his admiration for English agriculture and countryside, Olmsted
thoroughly enjoyed the hospitality of the English famers and tradesmen. After walking
into a tavern, Olmsted and his companions were immediately met by “a model landlady,”
who took their wet hats, brought them chairs and slippers, stirred the fire, and took their
bags.87 Whether it was being allowed to borrow a pitcher from a young woman, being
given wine and food by local farmers, or sharing walks with “rustics,” Olmsted left
England with the greatest of impressions of the English working class.88 To Olmsted,
their hospitality was only matched by their propriety and quality of speech which was
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“more agreeable and better than we often hear at home…Sentences are more generally
finished with a rising inflection, syllables are more forcibly accented, and quite often, as
with our landlady, there is a rich musical tone in the conversational voice.”89
Olmsted’s account of the hospitality of British laborers is upheld by the travel
writing of John P. Frey, a trade-union leader whose work, An American Molder in
Europe was meant to research and describe the working conditions of European laborers.
Frey noted, “Whatever ideas may have been held as to the distantness and cold reserve
which is attributed to the Briton, were dispelled, at least so far as the trade-unionists were
concerned…”90 It is clear, from the accounts of both Holmes and Twain, and Olmsted
and Frey, that Americans, regardless of social class, thoroughly enjoyed their stay in
Britain, often with the opinion, despite a any kind of nationalism previously held, that the
society of Britain was superior to their own. Carey Thomas, in a letter home, even went
so far as to renounce her identity as an American for that of an Englishwoman: “I have
claimed my heritage – my castles and ruins, abbeys and cathedral towns and thatched
cottages, my lakes, the homes of my poets, my dramatic landscapes, my English mists,
my purple heather.”91
For as taken with English culture and manners as Mark Twain, Holmes, Olmsted,
and Frey were, Henry James was just as disillusioned with the culture and manners of his
fellow Americans. When asked to discuss his views on American literature in an
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interview appearing in the New York Herald, James stated: “The mass of writing is so
great and so unguided. Never yet has such a mass of literature been put forth so
unwarned, so unprotected, so unguided by any adequate criticism.”92 The inadequacy of
American literary criticism, in James’ view, matched that of America’s readers:
We have such a vast number of dissolute readers – omnivorous, gulping readers –
those who, fortunately, cannot remember what they read and ought not to care to.
They are either ignorant or weary, they read either to soothe or to indulge. People
in general in America do not like to think. For an average reader our author’s
rapidity of delicate thrusts, as one piercing revelation after another – his
tremendous power of rapid fire – leaves such a one, to quote from “The Sacred
Fount,” “struck with more things than” he can “take up.”93
With his use of “omnivorous” and “gulping,” James suggests that the American public,
when contrasted to other European countries, is primitive. The American public,
incapable of thinking or understanding, is unable, in James’ view, to support a culture on
par with that of the European.
James, living in Paris as an expatriate, observed that American tourists, “Excite
nothing but antipathy.”94 James would add, “I enjoy very much in a sort of chronic way
which has every now & then a deeper throb, the sense of being in a denser civilization
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than our own.”95 James’ observation of American tourists, natives of a primitive, nonthinking culture, being cast into the “denser civilization” would provide inspiration for
his novel The American. James uses his protagonist, Christopher Newman, a wealthy,
American businessman, as a realist’s representation of the American public:
An observer, with anything of an eye for national types, would have had no
difficulty in determining the local origin of this un-developed connoisseur, and
indeed such an observer might have felt a certain humorous relish of the almost
ideal completeness with which he filled out the national mould. The gentleman on
the divan was a powerful specimen of an American.96
James’ Newman, much like James himself, leaves the United States to seek culture in
Europe.97 While talking to an American friend also living in Paris, Newman admits, “here
I don’t feel at all smart. My remarkable talents seem of no use. I feel as simple as a little
child, and a little child might take me by the hand and lead me about.”98 Newman’s
cultural self-awareness is matched his American friend, Tristam’s: “You are what my
wife calls intellectual. I ain’t, a bit.”99
Although full of unbridled optimism and energy, Newman lacks the ability to
understand subtlety and the serious emotional qualities of art. Mr. Babcock, a friend of
Newman met during his travels, reveals a central disagreement between himself, the
cultured intellectual, and Newman:
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Art and life seem to me intensely serious things, and in our travels in Europe we
should especially remember the immense seriousness of Art. You seem to hold
that if a thing amuses you for the moment, that is all you need ask for it; and your
relish for mere amusement is also much higher than mine. You put, moreover, a
kind of reckless confidence into your pleasure which at times, I confess, has
seemed to me – shall I say it? – almost cynical.100
Newman, like the American public that James believed did not like to think, is unable to
understand art and culture as something serious, because he makes no effort to look
beyond the initial impression and amusement. This is caused by a lack of understanding
of subtlety, which James illustrates through his “taste for upholstery:” “Besides, he had
no taste for upholstery; he had even no very exquisite sense of comfort or convenience.
He had a relish for luxury and splendour, but it was satisfied by rather gross
contrivances.”101 Elements that provide shape and meaning to the whole piece of work, in
this example the hardness or softness of a chair, are completely ignored by Newman who
instead prefers the greater impact of luxury and splendor.
James, because of his lack of nationalist sentiment, and his self-identification as
an intellectual and American expatriate, was willing to present the most brutally honest
assessment of American culture. James had no issue with stating directly what may have
only been implicit in the writing of Twain or Holmes; Americans were fully conscious of
their culture’s inferiority to that of the English.
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II. Becoming Cultured Through Eurpoean Travel
American tourism in the mid to late nineteenth century represents an important
movement within American identity. No longer touring Europe as “ex-Europeans,”
Americans of this period used their travel to establish and assert their own uniquely
American identity.102 The assertion of American identity, however, was coupled with
both the admiration of British culture and recognition of its absolute importance. As
William Stowe notes in Going Abroad: European Travel in Nineteenth-Century
American Culture, American tourists used their trips not only to experience the “richer”
European culture, but also to become a part of the cultural “upper class.”103
American tourism to Britain held three primary purposes: Americans wished to
assert their national identity, they wished to experience “higher” European culture, and
they wished to achieve social and cultural status. The latter two purposes highlight a clear
understanding that American culture, or at least “high” culture, was inferior to the British.
However, American tourism in Europe can also be viewed as an attempt to validate
American culture by placing it next to the European. Americans, like Twain, asserting
their nationality, and in the process achieving greater “cultural status,” were suddenly
able to contribute to the elevation of American culture. Europe gave visiting Americans
an artistic “certification” which both improved and lent credibility to their work in the
United States. Although it was necessary for Americans to place the British, or European,
culture above their own, they were able to use it to develop and strengthen their own.
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3. British Cultural Superiority
________________________________________________________________________

In 1876, just before the American Centennial, the British periodical Judy, or the
London Serio-Comic Journal published an article that “congratulated” the Americans on
the celebration of their longevity.104 In addition to the congratulation, the author
remarked that: “The new spirit which has of late arisen among us with respect to our
colonies is daily becoming more intense and comprehensive.”105 The piece even goes so
far as to propose the merging of the United States and Great Britain: “In contemplating
the greatness of the United States, every Englishman laments the false policy which lost
them…Now that all the acerbity of the contest has worn itself out, is it too much to hope
for re-union?”106
The lauding of United States and its “greatness” is compromised, however, by an
undercurrent tone of jealousy and contempt. Right after offering congratulations to the
United States, the piece follows:
Hitherto, it must be owned, they have been self-conscious, too susceptible of the
opinions of other nations, suspicious of friend and foe alike. Now that they have
reached their political majority and, as a nation, are about to assume the toga
virilis, we earnestly hope they will also exhibit the bearing appropriate to the
character.107

104

“Q in the Corner.” Judy, or The London Serio-Comic Journal. Jan 5, 1876. Pg. 124
Ibid.
106
Ibid.
107
Ibid.
105

35
After offering a critique of American foreign policy, the author hopes that the United
States will act appropriately now that it is a tenured nation. This statement insinuates that
Americans had not possessed “the bearing appropriate to the character,” and had there is
a possibility that they would not possess it in the future.
While continuing his proposal to re-unite Britain and America, the author
continues to attempt to position the British above the Americans:
The States have done great things since 1776. Their population then was only
2,615,000, including slaves. Now it is 40,000,000, all free. Nor is it a mean
Empire they would be allied with. In America alone its territories are more
extensive than those of the States themselves; its total area is estimated at nine
millions of square miles; its population 285 million souls.108
Again, the author follows a compliment toward the United States with a slight; by
alluding to the British colony of Canada, the author creates the image of Britain as larger,
territorially, than the United States, even on the States’ own continent. With the topic of
reunification at hand, a comment such as this is clearly intended to invoke the old image
of Britain before the American Revolution as colonial masters.
Although the animosity toward the United States is clear, it is striking just how
appealing the prospect of re-unification is to the author. The author invokes the German
conception of nationhood, in which all German-speakers are a part of the German nation,
and seeks to apply it to the English language.109 Originally, a unified German state had
been an appealing prospect to many British thinkers. Idealized for their national
education system, simple way of life, and Protestantism, the Prussians stood as the
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antithesis to all of the perceived deprivations of France.110 During the Franco-Prussian
War, Englishmen extolled the discipline, virtue, and physiques of the Prussian soldiers
and Generals.111 The British perceived the strength and potential power of a united
Germany, but, because they had idealized Prussia as a progressive power, they saw little
threat to themselves.112 However, when Germany continued to fight after the fall of
Napoleon III at Sedan, the idealized image of Germany was shattered. Now conscious
that Bismarck’s motivation was solely to expand German territory and power, adulation
of Germany quickly turned into fear.113 Remarking on the discussion of a bill in the
Reichstag to appropriate funds for an imperial reserve to be used during the outbreak of
future wars, The Examiner stated: “There is something which jars strangely on what may
be called the civilised instincts, and which rudely and painfully shocks the public sense of
security, in the bare proposal of such a measure.”114 The Saturday Review noted that
France would have to ally itself with other powers, notably Russia, Austria, and Italy,
build up a new and larger army, and fortify its frontier if it wished to expect “the remotest
prospect of success” in another war with Germany.115 The British were intensely
conscious of German power and what it would take to avoid conflict with it.
Although he had earlier attempted to slight America’s maturity as a nation, the
author in the London Serio-Comic Journal wished to incorporate his American “cousins”
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into the English national identity. He imagines, which Benedict Anderson argues is the
first step toward the creation of nationalism, a united British Island and North American
nation in which; “The action of the executive in California or British Columbia may be
exercised as promptly and effectively from London or York as from Washington or New
York.”116
This imaginary creation is finished with this revealing comment, “With our race
united, we need fear no combination among other nations.” The first part of this
statement, “with our race united,” illustrates that the British still considered themselves
and Americans as kinsman. The concept of the “nation” in the nineteenth century gave
cause to create and develop nations based on the ideas of common language and history.
Italy and Germany by late century became united countries because of a desire for a
country in which a single, distinct nation was represented. The British clearly thought
that the Americans were a part of their own national grouping and desired unification of
that nation. The second part of this statement, “we need fear no combination among other
nations,” reflects the fear in Britain of the dominance of the newly united German nation.
Germany’s quick rise as a military and economic power unsettled the balance of power in
Europe, and posed a threat in both industrial production and overseas trade to Great
Britain.117 The author fears the power of nation building seen on the continent, and feels
the only way to combat it is to join the arms race.
This piece represents the changing view of Britain towards its former colonies in
the late nineteenth century. Animosity and feelings of superiority were beginning to be
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replaced with feelings of national brotherhood. Cultural respect, however, would not be
as easy for the Americans to win. Until Cody’s tour of England in 1887, the British
would continue to hold onto their own perceptions of cultural superiority. The works of
American writers, even ones popular within Britain, would rarely meet with completely
universal acclaim. American tourists and visitors, although given the utmost in
hospitality, would also be ridiculed and lampooned. The shift toward a mutual cultural
respect between the United States and Britain had started, but was not yet complete.

I. American Tourism
The travel literature of Twain, Holmes, Frey, and Olmstead reveal a favorable
view of British hospitality and the British reception among Americans. Although it may
appear that the British met their transatlantic cousins with open arms, their actual attitude
toward Americans was much more complicated. In 1873, the Saturday Review of Politics,
Literature, Science, and Art, published an article entitled “Americans in Europe.” The
article depicts a strained relationship between British hosts and their American guests;
while the author favors the company of “intelligent” Americans, who could “introduce to
us into a new world of ideas...that we take to be one of the greatest enjoyments of rational
travel,” he disdains the vast majority of American tourists.118 He points out “salient
peculiarities” of Americans, which are impossible to ignore: “To begin with, there is that
unmistakable shibboleth of speech. We object to nasal utterances; we are inclined to
shudder at some of the fresh and forcible expressions with which Americans taint the
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springs of early English.”119 Not only is the disdain for American speech evident, but also
the author reveals a feeling of superiority springing from the differences of American
speech. By “smiling” at “Americanisms,” the British find humor from the American
inability, or unwillingness, to achieve the British ideal of good speech. The author again
elevates the British above Americans in his attempt to understand why American speech
bothers the British: “It may be that we feel a certain responsibility for the manners and
behaviour of people who use our own language, who resemble us in features, and are
sprung in great measure from our English stock.”120 The author reveals an idea,
consistent in most British writing on their American “kinsman;” that the relationship
between Britain and the United States is that of parent to child (or at this point in the
United States’ history, an adolescent). This concept occurs again in the piece; the author
detests the “American” practice of “lavishing his capital,” whereas the Englishman is
known to be “economical in his expenses.”121 The British are viewed as virtuous for their
moderation and maturity in tourism, while Americans, always the child, spend their
resources irresponsibly, resulting in an experience that is “superficial and
conventional.”122
The same publication, in 1882, published another article of the same title and
content, though unrelated to the previous one. Ten years later, a noticeable shift in respect
for the American can be seen. The beginning highlights the contributions of American
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tourism with little criticism: a departure from the previous article.123 The article then
places American tourists in three distinct classes: the “cultivated and aesthetic,” the
“refined in manners but not intellect,” and the “ordinary American tourist,” an already
well-known stereotype.124 The author holds the first two classes in high regard, although
he does point out the “superficiality” of the intellect of the second class.125 He saves his
vitriol for the “ordinary American:” “For any practical benefit he is likely to get in the
way of improving his fallow intelligence, he might as well do his touring leisurely and
luxuriously among rocking-chairs, spittoons, and the New York journals.” These
uncultivated Americans, of the middle and lower classes, are easily grouped and
stereotyped; the author wishes them to spend their time in “rocking chairs” and chewing
tobacco rather than tainting his homeland with their presence. The author has an even
greater distaste for the families of wealthy American capitalists: “…the wives and
daughters dress and screech against each other. The girls are shrill-voiced and physically
flighty; while the matrons are asthmatic and portentously heavy.”126 Much like the
previous article, frustrations with Americans culminate in their manner of speech; girls
“screech” and are “shrill-voiced.” The difference, however, is that the stereotype has
become more specific; it no longer defines all Americans, only the small grouping of the
spoiled children of wealthy capitalists
The following cartoon, published in 1885 in the British periodical Fun
characterizes the “ordinary” American tourist:
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Figure 3: "The Complete Tourist. - VI. A Type of American Article - The Enviably
Unembarrassed One." Fun. Sep. 16, 1885. Vol. 42. Iss. 1062. Pg. 124
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The American depicted above is lampooned for a series of inadequate social behaviors;
the first scene captures him launching his spit over the head of the quietly seated
reverend, the second making impolite requests of the hotel manager, the third and fourth
portray impropriety at the dinner table, and the fifth depicts him leering over the shoulder
of an Englishman trying to write a letter. The cartoon, like the articles in the Saturday
Review express a frustration with an American stereotype, who has little or no regard for
English manners. The captions are intentionally ironic, and remark that the American is
“perfectly at ease in any society,” while he clearly has made everyone else in British
society uneasy.127 The American, or the “unembarrassed one,” is depicted as selfish and
somewhat wild; he is clearly the resident of a western, frontier state evidenced by his
long mustache, colloquial language, and habit of chewing tobacco. The Englishmen and
women in the cartoon, politely, put up with the American’s antics, but do so with evident
shock and horror. This British view of the American frontiersman possesses many of the
same visual traits as the heroic American image; however, the British lens chooses to
focus in on the frontiersman’s lack of propriety rather than the heroic traits of courage
and resourcefulness seen through the focus of the American lens.

II. American Culture
Although meeting with considerable popular success in Britain, critical reception
for American writers remained elusive. Despite his welcome reception in England,
especially during the dinner of the Sheriffs of London, Twain still had difficulty winning
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the literary critics of Britain. Innocents Abroad, an account of Twain’s travels through
Europe incited one British critic to rehash all the old complaints toward American
tourists: “They are gloriously ignorant of any language but their own, supremely
contemptuous of every country that had no interest in the Declaration of Independence,
and occasionally, it must be admitted, as offensive as the worst kind of Cockney tourist,
whilst even less inclined to hide their light under a bushel.”128 Although admitting that
Twain possessed “very original judgments on various wonders of art and nature with a
praiseworthy frankness,” the critic disapproves of his “ignorance of all languages but
English,” his “facetiousness” toward ancient artists, and an indulgence into
“buffoonery.”129 Despite his status as “an offensive specimen of the vulgarest kind of
Yankee,” the critic can’t help but admit a liking for Twain’s humor, which is “not very
refined,” but still amusing.130 The critic discredits Twain as a writer of high literature, but
still holds admiration for his ability to entertain.
A review of Twain’s A Yankee at the Court of King Arthur in The Review of
Reviews also attempts to declassify Twain as a serious writer, while attempting to explain
his popularity. The reviewer argues that Twain’s novel, which mocked the aristocratic
and monarchial traditions of Britain, is classified by its “cumbrous and strenuous
moralizing.”131The reviewer also makes note of the criticisms of other British critics: “In
his last book Mr. Clemens fails to make us laugh by any method, even the worst. He is
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not only dull when he is offensive, but perhaps even more dull when he is didactic.”132
The reviewer makes the same connection as the critic from The Saturday Review: that
Twain was popular and critically acclaimed in America, but he was only popular in
Britain. This reviewer, however, is able to explain this odd British perspective of Twain;
the majority of the English reading public, now literate from public schooling systems in
Britain, enjoyed Twain’s writing because their tastes were more similar to the American:
His literary taste is not classic but popular. He prefers Longfellow to Browning,
and as a humorist he enjoys Mark Twain more than the dainty wits whose
delicately flavoured quips and cranks delight the boudoir and the drawing-room.
This may be most deplorable from the point of view of the supercilious aesthetes,
but the fact in all its brutality cannot be too frankly recognized.133
This argument reveals an essential cultural rift within British society: the common British
public associates with the literature of the popular, in both cases associated with the
Americans Twain and Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, while the cultivated elite associate
with a literature of high art, represented in this case by the English poet Robert
Browning.
The image of the “uncultured” or “immature” American is again seen in William
Morton Fullerton’s “English and Americans.” Fullerton, an expatriated American writing
for the London Times and the magazine Fortnightly, refers to America as “boyish,
immature,” when compared to the British.134 The motif of America as a child continues
when Fullerton explains the appeal to the British of providing hospitality toward
132

Ibid.
Ibid.
134
Fullerton, William Morton. “English and Americans.” Fortnightly. February, 1890.
Vol. 47. Iss. 278. Pg. 249
133

45
American visitors: “And it is an agreeable titillation for the English paterfamilias to
know that the children enjoy, when they return to it, the warmth and the big logs and the
enticing settle of the old fireside.”135 The “boyishness” of Americans is a product of their
lack of “wisdom” and “culture:”
Colonel Ingersoll as a writer on religion, would be heard as little of in England as
Mr. Bradlaugh, but in America he creates a Satanic uproar. This simply means
that to large bodies of people in America his ideas are a dangerously attractive
novelty, and that such followers have not the wisdom or culture to see the
shallowness or irrelevance of his contentions.136
Robert Green Ingersoll’s agnosticism, and the vast interest that it inspired in the United
States, is seen by Fullerton as a depiction of intellectual “shallowness” rather than serious
religious debate.
Fullerton clearly considers the English as cultural superiors to his native kinsmen
in America. However, Fullerton does believe that America is without “hypocrisy,”
something that the English desire to “cling fondly to the old bottles” of custom has made
prominent.137 Fullerton believes that America will soon catch up to the English, and
become, “the inheritors of the tongue of Shakespeare, of Bacon, and of Milton, wherever
they breathe under the sun.”138
This view that American culture, although currently inferior, would eventually
rise can also be seen in Percy Greg’s “American Poetry.” The article, from The National
Review, notes the distinctions in character in the most notable American poets,
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Longfellow, Poe, and Lowell. Greg finds many imperfections in all of these poets; of
Longfellow he states, “The versification of Hiawatha is even more thoroughly exotic and
unmusical. It is as easy to write as the hexameter is difficult, but easy from the very
peculiarities, which render it unsuited to English poetry.139 Greg continues to note that
Longfellow’s use of trochees in the poem render it “monotonous.”140 However, for all his
issues with Longfellow’s poetic structure, he admits that Longfellow possesses a “cold
correct beauty, restrained vigour,” and a “concentrated power.”141 In addition to its
criticism and perception of American poets, the piece is notable because, instead of
separating American Literature from the English, Greg looks for ways in which they do,
or will, diverge. He notes the commonality of a German literature that transcends national
boundaries and is shared by all German speaking countries and principalities.142 Much
like the article mentioned earlier, there is a clear desire to connect the United States and
Britain, if not politically, then at least through a shared culture.
It is clear that the burgeoning middle class in Britain had cultural tastes more in
line with that of Americans than the upper classes of Britain. Through these tastes,
members of the British middle and lower classes came to be associated, especially by the
upper classes, with Americans.143 By the late nineteenth century, the middle and lower
classes of Britain had shaken prejudice toward American culture; all that remained was
the acceptance of the upper classes.
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4. Cody in England
________________________________________________________________________

“My Dear General,
I have long had a desire to visit England but have been deterred from
doing so by the thought that I might be classed among the many impostors who
have gone before me claiming to be Scouts and Frontiersmen. I wish to be treated
like a gentleman by those I may meet over there…”144

The previous is an excerpt from a letter written to Cody’s friend and former
commander General Nelson Miles in 1880. Cody, now beginning to plan performances
abroad, wished to request Miles’ testimony that he had in fact acted as a scout for Miles:
an attempt to shore up the ethos he had constructed before it could be tested by the
British press.145 Even before his fame took off once he began performances of the Wild
West, Cody desired to perform in Britain, and to be accepted as both a true “scout” and
“gentleman.” The duality of “scout” and “gentleman” suggests something even more
distinct; Cody wished to be accepted both as an American, whose national identity was
defined as a frontiersman, and an Englishman, whose cultural identity was still defined
by cultural and social elitism.
In 1884, two years after the beginning of the Wild West, Cody received a letter
from Mark Twain: “I have now seen your Wild West show two days in succession and
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have enjoyed it thoroughly. It brought vividly back the breezy wild life of the Great
Plains and the Rocky Mountains, and stirred me like a war song.”146 After his description
of the events that had brought him back to his own western past, Twain offered Cody
some valuable advice, “It is often said on the other side of the water, that none of the
exhibitions which we send to England are purely and distinctively American. If you will
take the Wild West show over there you can remove that reproach.”147 The other
exhibitions referred to by Twain were mostly circus performances, which were almost
completely indistinct from European performances. Twain realized that Cody’s show
could become the first real depiction of America and its popular culture brought en masse
to British audiences.
Cody would heed both Twain’s advice and his own desires in March of 1887,
when he and his fellow performers, over 200 in total, would set sail from New York.148
Cody’s performances would be the main attraction to the “American Exhibition,” which
was meant to display American arts, inventions, manufactures, products and resources
within Great Britain to attract English investors and consumers.149 Cody’s show was an
instant success. After the first weekend of performances the Wild West had already left a
considerable mark on English audiences. Writers of The Era were struck by the
“effectiveness of the scene,” particularly the performances by Frank Richmond and the
sharpshooting of Annie Oakley and Lillian Smith, which was considered “really
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marvelous.”150 Foreseeing the popularity of the Wild West in Britain, the writers finished,
“…it will be a long time before public curiosity will be glutted and until then ‘Buffalo
Bill’ may be content to ‘let her rip,’ and regard with complacency the golden stream that
is flowing with such a mighty current into the treasuries of the Wild West Show and the
American Exhibition.”151
The Era’s regard for Cody’s performance was a harbinger of the opinions of
many British critics. Concerning the same opening performances of Cody’s Wild West,
Lloyd’s Weekly Newspaper of London stated, “Whatever may be thought concerning the
other sections of the exhibition, there must be a unanimous opinion of the
picturesqueness of ‘America’s National Entertainment’ (so styled on the programme) –
Buffalo Bill’s Wild West.”152 The Pall Mall Gazette referred to the Wild West as one of,
“the two great booms of the year 1887.”153 The Saturday Evening Review, which had
previously showed distaste for distinctively “American” visitors to England, commented,
“its like has never been seen before on this side of the Atlantic.”154 Possibly most notable
is a comment in a piece by Andrew Lang for The Contemporary Review in which he
states, “Do not let us cry that, because we are ‘cultured,’ there shall be no Buffalo
Bill.”155 This reveals an acceptance of the excitement of American popular culture by
England’s cultural elite, which had previously been thoroughly denied. What had
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separated English “tastes” from the American (or lower-middle class English) vanished
amidst the gun smoke of the amphitheatre in West London.
In addition to his critical acclaim, the popular reception for Cody could not be
greater. Attendance figures for Cody’s first performances in London were around 28,000;
which “filled” the “capacious structure” in West Brompton. The show attracted all of
England’s best; William Gladstone, the Prince of Wales, and, most notably, Queen
Victoria. The Penny Illustrated Paper and Illustrated Times, which included illustrations
of the Wild West performance, remarked, “My goodness, didn’t one and all, Prince or
plebeian, relish this novel and stirring Indian Show!”156
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Figure 4: "The Showman." The Penny Illustrated Paper and Illustrated Times
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Queen Victoria’s attendance at Cody’s performances was very notable. Since the
death of her husband, Prince Albert, in 1861, Victoria had held, “an invincible objection
to appearing before great assemblages of her subjects.”157 Her attendance at the opening
of the Wild West in London, to many Americans, including Cody, provided proof that the
United States had finally won international respect:
As the standard bearer waved the proud emblem above his head, Her Majesty rose
from her seat and bowed deeply and impressively toward the banner…Then – we
couldn’t help it – but there arose such a genuine heart-stirring American yell from
our company as seemed to shake the sky. It was a great event. For the first time in
history, since the Declaration of Independence, a sovereign of Great Britain had
saluted the Star-Spangled Banner, and that banner was carried by a member of
Buffalo Bill’s Wild West.158
Cody here notes the importance of “a sovereign of Great Britain” acknowledging the flag
of the United States, a considerable event because Victoria held significant symbolic
importance to Americans. Walt Whitman, in an editorial from 1858 entitled “Will Queen
Victoria Ever Visit the United States?” objected that Victoria had made diplomatic visits
to Berlin and the French coast, but never to the United States. To Whitman, none of these
nations were as strongly connected to Britain as the United States was: through “blood”
and “trade, finance, and the mutual vital dependence upon each other for commercial
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stability and even existence.”159 Despite his objections to her lack of visits to the United
States, Whitman could not help but imagine the welcome that Victoria would receive in
America:
Only think of the Queen arriving in the midst of a fleet of vessels, one of these
fine American days, and coming up New York harbor, passing the Narrows, and
anchoring in the bay, probably somewhere off the Battery! What an ovation she
would receive! It would give young New York, and old New York too, a chance
to show that enthusiasm and gallantry for which they are celebrated, and deserve
to be celebrated. Here Victoria would see the people, in forms she never
witnessed before – and, we think, would receive such a welcome as she never
received before.160
Whitman’s editorial reveals a peculiar desire, common of Americans, to connect Victoria,
a symbol of noble royalty, to the ethos of American republicanism. Whitman wishes that
Victoria would see the people. This is a clear reference to the opening statement of the
preamble of the American Constitution. By connecting Victoria, the symbol of British
Monarchy, to the Constitution, the symbol of American republicanism, Whitman, in
essence, imagines the same kind of unification that was so distinctly desired by many
Englishmen. The Cleveland Plain Dealer, in an article concerning Victoria’s attendance
at Cody’s Wild West, stated, “The queen was highly delighted with the unique and novel
entertainment, and was pleased especially with the attack upon the Deadwood coach and
the war dance of the Indians – just what has pleased many an ancient American
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woman.”161 The writer of the Plain Dealer deliberately connects Victoria to “many”
American women, in an effort, much like Whitman, to draw Victoria into the fraternity of
democracy. Victoria’s recognition of the American flag, and attendance at the Wild West
offered exactly what Whitman sought; the affirmation of American culture by the most
powerful monarch in Europe.
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Figure 5: "Our Flag presented to nearly 30,000 people in London 1887." Source: Photograph by A.R.
Dresser, Nathan Salisbury. “Salisbury Collection: Buffalo Bill’s Wild West Show.” Photographs A.R.
Dresser, album no. 2. 1892. Denver Public Library. Call Number: NS-499
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Victoria was not the only royal genuinely taken with Cody’s performances; as
was mentioned earlier, the Prince of Wales, Albert Edward, famously attended a
performance along with the king of Denmark, the king of Saxony, the king and queen of
the Belgians, and the king of Greece.162 During the performance, Cody drove the
Deadwood coach with all of these royals packed inside.163 After the performance, the
Prince of Wales told Cody that he had surely never held four kings like these before.164
Cody then remarked, “I’ve held four kings, but four kings and the Prince of Wales makes
a royal flush, such as no man has held before.”165 Cody’s joke would become enormously
popular, as Cody and the Prince of Wales, as well as other Londoners, would tell it for
years afterward.166 The joke perfectly mixes Cody’s frontier wit with his admiration for
the royals in his company. The fact that all parties involved would continue to tell it for
years afterwards represents an important intersection of mutual respect between the
American frontiersman and the European royalty.
In addition to enjoying Cody’s performances, England’s upper classes also greatly
enjoyed his social company. Cody’s closest, and most notable upper-class ally was Henry
Irving, a prominent English actor. Irving’s stage career represented a direct contrast to
Cody’s: Cody was a lowbrow actor of frontier romance and Irving was a great tragedian
who was the first actor offered a knighthood in England.167 Despite this contrast in their
stage careers, Irving was infatuated with Cody’s Wild West performances:
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I saw an entertainment in New York the like of which I had never seen before,
which impressed me immensely…It is an entertainment in which the whole of the
most interesting episodes of life on the extreme frontier of civilisation in America
are represented with the most graphic vividness and scrupulosity of detail…The
excitement is immense, and I venture to predict that when it comes to London it
will take the town by storm.168
After inviting Irving to a special performance of the Wild West, the two would become
allies and would enjoy the mutual benefit of each other’s social patronage. Cody became
a prominent guest at many of London’s social gatherings. In addition to the members of
the royal family, a full slate of English lords, and Irving himself, the Jubilee Ball at the
Reform Club in London hosted Cody, who, according to the Birmingham Daily Post, was
the most notable attraction of the evening.169
Cody’s social popularity was so widespread that a sort of “Cody-mania” could be
seen within upper-class social circles and was manifest in the frequent social invitations
Cody received during his stay. The Saturday Evening Post was unable to understand the
impetus for such popularity:
But, we suppose, never has society more thoroughly eclipsed itself in absurdity
than it is now doing in its way of treating the Honourable W.F. Cody, or we ought
perhaps to say “Buffalo Bill,” as it is in the latter capacity that he is the hero and
darling of society this season...All Americans are simply astounded at the way in
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which he is being petted and made much of by the social leaders of both sexes in
this country…170
Showing its upper-class bias, The Saturday Review continued to lamented that: “A deal
more fuss is made over Buffalo Bill than is made over foreign princes and other great
men when they come over here.”171 Cody’s acceptance into upper-class English society
was particularly threatening to The Saturday Review because it represented the complete
and total acceptance of American and lower-to-middle class culture. Cody, the American
frontiersman and champion of the middle-class family, had easily broken into the upper
echelons of English society and had quickly become its most favored guest.
Cody’s grand acceptance into English noble, conservative, and aristocratic society
marked the final acceptance of American culture, both high and low, in England. A
poem, written by an unknown American, captures the cultural importance of Cody’s stay
in England:
Our plays put the Londoners all in a rage,
They howled our comedians off of the stage;
Our daintiest actresses met with a groan;
They let our tragedians severely alone,
But Art is triumphant. The city so vast
Bows down to the American genius at last!172
The use of “American genius” has a double meaning: it refers both to Cody individually,
and the collective American imagination as a whole. Through this double meaning,
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clearly, Cody had become the symbol of the American imagination and its champion. His
conquest of English critics, artists, royalty, and society made Cody America’s cultural
hero to go along with his standing as the hero of the family, the middle-class, and the
frontier.
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Conclusion
______________________________________________________

After its tour in England, the Wild West would return to the United States for a
brief tour in 1888.173 That year would provide Cody and his troupe with a brief respite
that they would need before for their next international undertaking, a tour of France,
Spain, Italy, and Germany in 1889. 174 The cast of the Wild West held performances in
Paris, Rome, and Berlin and, like they were in London, were widely received as
celebrities. In Paris, cowboy hats became a common fashion.175 In Rome, all of the Wild
West cast members were special guests at the anniversary of Pope Leo XIII’s coronation.
But what was perhaps most notable was effect of Cody’s tour in Germany. Capitalizing
on the popularity of the Wild West, German writer Karl May published a western novel,
Winnetou, in 1893.176 The novel would become the most popular of work of a career that
would span over eighty novels and establish May as one of the most popular European
writers of the late nineteenth century.177 Cody’s tour caused American influence to finally
become prominent in the wider European culture.
The popularity of the Wild West and Cody in France, Italy, and Germany was
immense. Particularly in Germany and Paris, there was greater enthusiasm for the Wild
West than there had been anywhere in England. However, the reception in these countries
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lacked the significance for both Americans and Englishmen that had made Cody’s tour in
England so remarkable. Few events in these nations held the symbolic importance of
events like the Jubilee Ball; where Cody was the main attraction at a gathering that
included the royal family and countless other landed English nobles. Cody’s popularity
and reception at this event represented the symbolic meeting of the American
frontiersman and the English gentleman desired by so many Americans. Much like the
resolution of The Prairie Prince, Cody had finally bridged the gap between the American
icon and the British icon. For the United States, which had already reached economic and
political maturity, the meeting of the frontiersman and the noble represented the
achievement of a cultural maturity among the other western powers. Now a major part of
Western politics, economy, and culture, the United States could finally count itself as an
equal of the other powers of Europe.
For the British, Cody’s tour represented a homecoming of their American cousins.
Earlier views of Americans as uncultured and backwards had completely given way to a
new view of the Americans as long lost kinsmen. British writers, in the wake of German
and Italian unification, clamored for unification with their former colonies under a nation
spanning all of Britain, the United States, and Canada. The reception and popularity of
Cody and his performances in England was the product of a new respect and interest in
the lives and culture of Americans as a whole, particularly western Americans whose
culture and lifestyle were more idiosyncratic than that of the eastern Americans.
For the rest of the nineteenth century, and into the twentieth century, Britain and
the United States would engage in what Brandford Perkins called “the great
rapprochement;” a clear trend in which hostility between the two nations would be
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replaced by friendship.178 Although not formerly allied, the United States and Britain
would begin to respect and even coordinate their diplomatic actions; an extremely
peculiar strategy during the age of imperialism. This international friendship would be
cultivated for the next twenty-five years, until 1914; the year that would draw the lines
for international relationships for the rest of the century. In both high and popular culture,
English and American aesthetics would begin to converge under the unifying movement
of modernism. Much like Henry James years before, Americans writers became active
members of a western international aesthetic that no longer relied on the cultivation of a
“national” art. Cody’s tour of England was the beginning of a relationship between the
United States and Britain that would dominate international politics and cultural
exchange in the modern era.
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