










Florenz Ziegfeld, Jr.
When Will Rogers got the offer to be a part of The Ziegfeld 
Follies, he had hit the biggest of big times. In 1916, when 
Rogers first appeared in one of the Follies, The Ziegfeld 
Follies were synonymous with entertainment: spectacular 
revues featuring the biggest stars of the day, all overseen by 
the legendary impresario Florenz Ziegfeld, Jr. 

EARLY LIFE & CAREER
Born in 1869 to immigrant parents (a Belgian mother and 
German father), young Florenz (called Flo) was managing 
a variety of shows even as a teenager. Sent to Europe by 
his father, the founder of the Chicago Music College, to 
find classical musicians and orchestras, young Ziegfeld 
returned instead as the manager of Sandow, “the Strongest 
Man in the World.”  With a knack for spotting talent, he 
found another European performer to represent: a French-
Polish singer named Anna Held. Helped by Ziegfeld’s 
knack for managing publicity (and creating some carefully 
orchestrated publicity stunts), Held became a star across 
the country as well as Ziegfeld’s wife. 

ZIEGFELD ARRIVES ON BROADWAY
When Ziegfeld began to produce Broadway shows, Anna 
Held starred in many of them, and it is said that it was she 
who first suggested that he create an American version of 
Paris’s Folies-Bergère (but less risqué). In 1907, Ziegfeld did 
so and launched the first of a series of lavish revues that 

came to be known as “Ziegfeld’s 
Follies.” The revues were larger-
than-life extravaganzas and 
always featured the beautiful 
showgirls in opulent costumes 
that became the shows’ 
signature (the shows’ slogan 
was “Glorifying the American 
Girl,” and stars including 
Josephine Baker, Barbara 
Stanwyck, and Gypsy Rose Lee 
began as Ziegfeld Girls). 

THE FOLLIES, FAME & LEGACY
In addition to the dazzling showgirls, the Follies featured 
numbers and comedy routines from some of the greatest 
performers of the time, such as Fanny Brice, Bert Williams 
and Eddie Cantor (in addition to Will Rogers, of course). The 
Follies were produced annually for 23 years, until the Great 
Depression brought an end to the spectacles, although 
four more were produced after Ziegfeld’s death in the 
1932. Although Ziegfeld was also a successful Broadway 
producer, most famously of Show Boat, it was his lavish 
revues that he was most known for, and which came to 
define an era in American popular entertainment.

AND THE ZIEGFELD FOLLIES
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Wiley Post, Aviation Marvel
Wiley Post was one of the most 
famous aviators of the early 
20th century and a close friend 
of Will Rogers. Born in Grand 
Saline, Texas on November 
22, 1898 to farmers William 
Francis and Mae Quinlan Post, 
Wiley had a typical childhood 
on the American frontier. His 
family settled in Oklahoma 
when he was 5 years old, 
and while he attended grade 
school, he dropped out and 
never completed his formal 
education. Wiley Post did not 
discover a love for aviation until 
his late twenties, having first 
worked for the Army during World War I and later on an oil 
rig in Oklahoma, where an accident resulted in the loss of 
his left eye and the collection of a tidy settlement from the 
oil company. He then joined a flying circus called Burrell 
Tibbs and His Texas Topnotch Fliers as a parachutist, and his 
life as an aviator began. With the money he received from 
his eye injury settlement, Wiley bought his first airplane and 

started a career as a private 
pilot for oil tycoons like F.C. 
Hall. During this time, Wiley 
entered the Los Angeles to 
Chicago Men’s Air Derby and 
won by 58 seconds, inspiring 
him to attempt to break the 
around-the-world flight record 
set by the German aircraft the 
Graf Zeppelin. He succeeded; 
the Graf Zeppelin had set the 
record at 21 days, while Wiley 
completed the trip in just 8 
days and 16 hours with his 
navigator, Harold Gatty. Two 
years later, he would best his 
own record in the first solo 

flight around the world, completed in 7 days and 19 hours. 
His solo flight utilized new navigation technology, and 
Wiley continued to be an innovator in the field of aviation 
until his death, even working with the Goodrich Company 
to construct the first pressure suit for aircrafts as part of his 
experimentation with high-altitude flight—during which 
he also discovered the jet stream.

17

Texas Jack and the Wild West Show
While Will Rogers achieved a level 
of international fame and acclaim 
that few other cowboys could have 
even dreamed about, he was not 
the first to introduce audiences to 
wild west shows as entertainment; 
in fact, neither was his mentor, Texas 
Jack, Jr., though he borrowed the 
name of the man who was. Following 
the conclusion of the Civil War in 
1865, short stories and dime novels 
depicting frontier life became staples 
of popular culture, and in 1872 a 
version of one such story became the 
first stage production in the canon of 
wild west entertainment and gained 
popularity on the vaudeville circuit. It 
was called Scouts of the Prairie, and it 
starred real life cowboys and rangers 
Texas Jack (the first) and Buffalo Bill 
in their inaugural turns on the stage 
reenacting battles and scenes from 

the American frontier. In 1873, a third 
well-known cowboy of the time, 
Wild Bill, joined the show, and the 
production became known as Scouts 
of the Plains. While the original Texas 
Jack passed away of an unexpected 
illness at the young age of 34, the 
articles he wrote as a newspaper 
correspondent for The New York Times 
and New York Herald about his life as 
a cowboy became instrumental to 
Buffalo Bill’s enduring wild west show 
in the late 1880s. His legacy was also 
carried on by a young orphan whom 
Texas Jack rescued. A sharpshooter 
and trick roper in adulthood, Texas 
Jack, Jr. was granted permission 
by Texas Jack’s family to adopt the 
moniker as his stage name, and he 
created Texas Jack’s Wild West Show & 
Circus around 1900 in South Africa.
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