
Thom Ross’ 

Buffalo Bill & 
Indians on the Beach 

 
Thom Ross’ installation is his artistic interpretation of a 1902 
photo of “Buffalo Bill” and the Native American performers in 
his “Wild West” show. 
 
Most non-Native people don’t understand that the old “Wild 
West” shows were just the Indian version of the black minstrel 
shows. They were just as degrading as exploitative as their 
African American counterparts, and evoke similar feelings 
among many contemporary American Indians. 
 

   
 
Is it likely that we would see an installation of 100 black minstrel 
performers standing behind their white promoter on the beach in 
San Francisco? Especially one created by a white artist? What do 
you think the reaction of the black community might be to such 
an installation? 
 
Would you feel comfortable inserting your face into a wooden 
cut-out of a Sambo or Mammy and having your picture taken as 
the artist invites you to do? Do you think that a Native American 
person would likely feel comfortable watching you do this? 
 
 

More about Indian minstrel shows 
 
 
The “Wild West” shows of the 19th century were traveling circus-like performances put on by 
white promoters for white audiences. Native Americans, recently defeated in the “Indian Wars”, 
joined these shows largely as an alternative (in many cases the only alternative) to the starvation 
and total destitution found in the confinement of the new reservation system. They would perform 
as the “savage indian” caricatures that the white audiences paid to see: the brave, squaw and 
papoose mirroring the buck, mammy and pickaninny of the black minstrel shows.  
 
Author Michael Wallis notes, in an essay published in the Gilcrease Journal in 1993, that the 
Miller Brothers’ “101 Ranch Real Wild West Show” used Indian performers as “exotic lures to 
attract large crowds…The Poncas would be put on display – just like prize livestock, award-
winning pies and jams, and such freaks of nature as two-headed snakes and miniature ponies.”  
 
Contrary to what some might say, the negative reactions many people have to the “Wild West” 
show phenomena are not merely a product of the modern “politically correct” era. The callous and 
dehumanizing nature of the “Wild West” shows offended many people at the time, both white 
and indian. In an issue of the Quarterly Journal of the Society of American Indians from 1914, a 
white author, E. H. Gohl, condemned “the morbid curiosity to see the red man as a savage in war-
paint…In the [Wild West] shows, managers compel the red man to act the white man’s idea of a 
war dance. All is burlesque. The whole thing is deception…Touring the country with [Wild West] 
shows is demoralizing and a menace to the Indian.” 
 
Indians performed for a tiny fraction of what the average white laborer earned at the time. They 
faced abuse at the hands of promotors who would commonly withhold outrageous “administration 
fees” or “finder’s fees”, sometimes exceeding 90%, from the performers earnings. While Indian 
performers struggled to feed their families with such low earnings, white promotors became quite 
wealthy from these enterprises. Buffalo Bill himself profited over one million dollars in 1884, a 
staggering sum at the time, while one of his Indian performers was lucky to earn $20 in a month.  
 
Indian performers had nowhere to turn for help when conflicts arose with the white promoters. 
White authorities had no interest in investigating reports of abuse by Indians against whites. The 
BIA (Bureau of Indian Affairs) agents, ostensibly charged with the welfare of the Indians, 
frequently received financial compensation from facilitating the hiring of the Indians they 
oversaw, an unethical and illegal practice which left the Indian performers with no means of 
redress or defense against predatory white promoters. Conflicts between performers and 
management frequently resulted in abandonment on the road.  
 
Not every Indian’s experience of working in the Wild West shows was tragic. Money from 
performing did feed some families and provide a source of income when there were few or no 
alternatives. This doesn’t change the fact that the “Wild West” shows, like the minstrel shows, 
were degrading and exploitative. These realities are absent from Thom Ross’ presentation. In 
fact, he chooses to reinforce the dehumanizing aspects of the “Wild West” shows, cutting out the 
face of one of his wooden Indians and inviting the public to insert their own faces for pictures like 
a cheap carnival gimmick. Do you think it is a coincidence that the faceless figure is one of the 
mass of Indians? We are offered the names of the white figures. We can easily identify Buffalo 
Bill and Custer. They’re names are actually in the names of Thom Ross’ works. Are we offered 
the names of any of the Indian figures? Is that a coincidence?  
 
In his own words, Mr. Ross hopes to convey the “magic” and “humor” he finds “inherent in the 
original photograph”. So, where is this “magic” and “humor” that the artist hopes we see?  
 
 
 



What About Custer? 
 
 
In addition to the Buffalo Bill and Indians on the Beach, Thom Ross has also chosen to display 
figures and images from a previous work, Custer’s Last Stand (2005). Like Buffalo Bill and 
Indians on the Beach, the work and images from Custer’s Last Stand wouldn’t seem to be 
offensive at first glance, but American Indians, who have had to suffer under the same old 
stereotypes for decades, might see these images very differently.  
 

         
 
George Armstrong Custer and the 7th Cavalry have a long history in art and movies and 
subsequently occupy an important place in the American consciousness. Practically from the day 
he was actually defeated by the Cheyenne and Sioux in 1876, we have been inundated with 
dramatic images of Custer making a valiant final stand against marauding, bloodthirsty Indians. 
When we look at these images as a whole, certain themes become quickly apparent. It is common 
and typical to represent Indians in a way that reinforces stereotypes of a treacherous, immoral 
savage. Attacking from behind is a standard visual symbol of exactly these characteristics. Thom 
Ross very obviously chooses to reinforce these stereotypes as shown in the images above. You 
will never, ever see an image of Little Big Horn where George Armstrong Custer is shooting 
someone in the back. Such an image would not support the mythology of Custer as the valiant, 
fallen champion of European expansionism. It would look out of place among the accepted 
imagery and feel awkward in the American consciousness. 
 
Some might try to make the argument that in the actual Battle at Little Bighorn, there was 
certainly an instance of an Indian having really attacked a white opponent from behind. This 
assertion is likely true. However, artistic representations are not the same as images intended to 
convey actual, factual history. They have meaning and intent. Representations like these have very 
specific, common, and documented symbols and meanings. They reinforce stereotypes under 
which American Indians have had to suffer for decades. The African American community over 
the years has taken a very active stance against these same kinds of stereotypical images and 
subsequently, subject matter about which their communities tend to feel sensitive is handled with 
much consideration and deliberation. This is exactly why our community would likely not tolerate 
100 wooden black minstrel performers posed behind their proud white promoter. Glorification of 
famous slave hunters or Confederate leaders would never have been allowed such a public display. 
Primarily due to the miniscule remaining Native American population, the efforts to communicate 
the feelings of the Indian community have progressed far slower than other ethnic minorities in the 
United States. 
 
Beyond the images themselves lie the more important issues surrounding George Armstrong 
Custer himself and the men under his command. American movies and even high school history 
books typically fail to present us with any information beyond the simplistic narrative of a white 
military officer who happened to spectacularly lose a battle with American Indian forces. Indeed, 
the American consciousness requires no additional background as most of us view the Battle of 
Little Bighorn as one small, albeit dramatic, step in the 19th century westward expansion of the 
American territories. For American Indians, however, the memory of George Armstrong Custer 

frequently evokes intense emotions, far different from those one might expect. He was not merely 
an enemy leader. Custer held a special hatred for American Indian people, particularly women. 
His treachery and cruelty invoke feelings among American Indians comparable to those the Jews 
hold for Hitler or the Persians for Genghis Khan. 
 
Cheyenne historical accounts present the following narrative, dramatically different than the 
commonly held perspective maintained by white historians: 
 
After the massacre of women and children at Washita, Custer took a solemn oath to the Cheyenne 
(Suhtai) chiefs, promising never to attack Cheyenne women and children again, and that his life 
would be forfeit if he broke his word. Custer was taken captive by Cheyenne men at the Battle of 
the Little Bighorn and handed over to Cheyenne women to be killed because of his broken 
promise, and because of Custer’s and his soldiers’ cruelty to women, which included even killing 
pregnant women and mutilating their genitals. The women first poked holes in his ears with awls 
so that in the after life he might be able to “listen” better than he did in life. He is said to have 
begged for his life and cried “like a woman.” Then the women killed him with their knives and 
retaliated in kind by taking body parts for trophies for the scalp dance. This is why today in 
traditional Cheyenne dress women wear knives in leather sheaths attached to their belts and a 
string of silver conchos hanging down in front from their belts to represent Custer’s sabre.  
 
With such a different perspective of history, it becomes quickly apparent why the image of Custer 
evokes such strong reactions. It also suggests that perhaps the display of his image should be 
handled with more consideration than Thom Ross seems to give. One would certainly expect that 
a politically progressive city like San Francisco would handle such racially sensitive subject 
matter more carefully than it has in allowing this installation to be exhibited in public space. 
However, if you talk to the Native American community you find that this is not an isolated 
oversight. Many San Francisco Indians will quickly point out the story of  Eddie Rickenbacker’s, a 
bar in San Francisco’s Financial District. While the bar has received good reviews, even by 
supposedly progressive newspapers, it was home to one of the most offensive and racially 
insensitive displays once found in the city. Along with displays of guns used in the wars of 
extermination against the Native American population, there was what was claimed to be the teeth 
of Monasetah, a Cheyenne woman captured by Custer’s forces at Washita. A sign above the teeth 
claimed that they were ‘knocked out of her mouth in a jealous pique’ by “General” George 
Armstrong Custer. It has been claimed that, following the Battle of Washita, Custer invited 
officers ‘desiring to avail themselves of the services of a captured squaw to come to the “squaw 
round-up corral”, and select one.’ Custer took first choice, Monasetah, and kept her as a sex slave 
during the winter and spring of 1868 and 1869. The display was around for years before finally 
being removed in 2003 due to numerous and incessant complaints. If the display was real, then it 
would have been (and its possession by the owner still would be) in violation of the Native 
American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act (NAGPRA). If it was not real and was merely 
intended to add atmosphere, it shows acceptance by the bar’s owners and patrons of a form of 
racism and misogyny that would never be allowed if the remains were claimed to be a person from 
any other ethnic group. The bar’s owner, when questioned about why he had a Native woman’s 
teeth on display, replied that concern for cultural sensitivity was ‘not living in reality.’” 
 
I get so bent when people say that Custer is this one-dimensional 
figure, whose entire life is encompassed and defined by one “bad 
hair day” on the Little Bighorn. We killed Indians for 400 years; 
Custer died at 37...do the math. He did not kill them all. 
 
- Thom Ross, April 1, 2008 
from http://www.twmag.com/stories/detail/thom_ross_western_artist/324/ 
 
 


