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“Cloud Peak, Wyoming”

Cloud Peak is located in Wyoming’s Big horn Mountains. Paint
Rock Lodge is not far from Cloud Peak. In this issue’s Wyoming
Memory, Mrs. Lucille Penwarden describes the lodge when it was
owned and run by her and her husband, W. B. Penwarden. Cour-
tesy American Heritage Center, University of Wyoming.
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1e List of Good Negroes”
frican American Lynchings
_in the Equallty State

Baseman Taylor, lynched in Torrington in 1913, married into the Nebra.ska Shores famlly At the time of his lynchmg, he

By Todd Guenther

lived in Empire, Wyoming, an Aﬁwan—Amerlcal_:l farming community. Courtesy the author.

Wyoming, in
reality, had
during the 1910s
established
something of

a tradition of
implementing
mob-justice
against black men
accused of the
“aunmentionable
crime” or other
infractions of the
social order.
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frer a Rock Springs mob dragged a black man from jail,
tied a rope around his neck, and threw him off a bridge in
1917, a Cheyenne newspaper editor wrote, “this Wyoming
lynching will cause the ... west to plead guilty to the same
eversion to type that characterizes the southern mob bent
on ‘gettin’ a nigger.”!

The Cheyenne editor erroneously thought the Rock Springs incident
was anomalous. Wyoming, in reality, had during the 1910s established
something of a tradition of implementing mob-justice against black
men accused of the “unmentionable crime” or other infractions of the
social order. After another lynching, in Green River in 1918, the brother
of a black man lynched in Torrington in 1913 wrote to a Cheyenne
newspaper asking thatwhites live up to Wyoming’s nickname of the “equal
rights state.”® That did not happen and the definition of the nickname
changed to refer specifically to women’s rights. The reasons were that
Jim Crow was so widespread and entrenched, and that these lynchings
in Torrington, Rock Springs, and Green River were part of a series of
killings so numerous during the 1910s that the Equality State earned a
unique place in the West. Wyoming, in fact, had a lynch rate more than

A Blot on the State,” Cheyerne State Leader, December 14,1917
: 2 Russel Taylm letter to the ed_ltor TVyamzng Tmbum, December

Annals of Wyeming: the Wyoming History Journal -- Spring 2009 3

thirty times higher than supposedly “lynch-prone”
states in the deep South. Though “Judge Lynch”
threatened the lives of individual blacks, Wyoming
mobs, unlike their southern counterparts which
depended on a large, well-controlled black labor
pool, dreamed of more than just making examples of
alleged black miscreants. So few African Americans
lived in Wyoming, and were such an insignificant
part of the statewide economy, that the mobbers saw
a possibility of banishing them entirely and creating
an all-white society. In the words of one Wyoming
historian, “Understanding the prevalence of racial
tensions in Wyoming, rather than focusing on the
South, is pertinent to rounding out the study of the
civil rights movement.™

A lynching is an illegal killing, not necessarily
a hanging, by a group acting under the pretext of
serving justice. At least 4,742 people have been
lynched in the United States since 1882 in what was
a uniquely American phenomenon. Prior to the Civil
War most lynch victims were white, but after the end
of Reconstruction in the South the majority, some
73% of the total, were black. Most white lynchings
were undertaken by citizens who, dissatisfied with
their small town legal systems, attempted to impose
their [ocal brand of “rough justice” on criminals. The
custom took on a different purpose after the slaves
were freed. Many whites across the nation believed
that blacks’ behavior could only be controlled
by fear. The lynching of black people “became an
institutionalized method used by whites to terrorize
blacks and maintain white supremacy.” Mobs
sometimes fought for pieces of their victims clothing

and body parts. Parents brought their children to
picnic near dangling corpses. Application of lynch
law was a means of social control, not an attempt to
preserve law and order. Had the latter been the case,
some of Wyoming’s lynch victims from 1904-1920
would have been whites accused of violent crimes.
Instead, all were African Americans. Lynching
during this era was “utilized primarily to sustain the
caste system’” not just in the South, but also in the
Equality State. This trend has been called “the Negro
Holocaust” and “the American Dark Age.”®

At least thirty lynchings, mostly of white men,
took place in Wyoming from the late 1860s through
1903, when the last Wyoming whites were lynched.
Some of these killings were premeditated, organized
vigilante actions undertaken during early frontier
days when the law was non-existent or impotent.
Others were part of the class and property rights
strife during the extraordinary range war violence
between cartle barons, homesteaders, and sheepmen.
Surrounding territories and states experienced similar
though less deadly episodes.

The peak era of lynching of Wyoming black men
occurred long after frontier vigilantism and “rough
justice” was supposedly replaced by organized state
government with an established judicial system.
It resulted from spontaneous mob action, had
somewhat different (race-based) intentions, and was
not duplicated in surrounding states. Though unique
among western states, Wyoming’s predilection
for mob violence against black men was part of a
national trend.’

Some people expected a different reality in

3 “Reagan Joy Kaufman, Dlscnrmnatmn in. the * Equahty Stare:’ Black W}ute Relamons in \Wyommg sttory, Amm[s af ‘Wyommg 77 (W mter

- 12005):13-27, provides a good ovetview of civil rights in Wyoming. " . :
i1 Robert A. G1bson, Tne Negro Holocaust Lynchmg and ‘Race: Rlots in the Umted States, :
S rhti/curriculu : .02 d:

1.8 8 0 19 5 0 (Yale-New Haven Teachers Instltute,

' 890 through 1899 and 791 ok | by 1910 Durmg rhe 19105, 622 more3
3 1964 ar [east 4 742 black men; and women had been Iynched m_

::: (meohlwood I]lmms _Legacy Pubhcauons, 2003) op: 39 40, 59 69 manjr other Works provu:[e more detmled and m—depth a.ualyses S
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Wyoming, which boasted the nickname the Equality
State. When Wyoming Territory was created in
1868, the Civil War was over, slaves had been
freed, and black men could vote back East and in
the territories. Section Five of the Organic Act of
Wyoming stated clearly that “Every male citizen of
the United States above the age of twenty-one years

. shall be entitled to vote [and] hold any office in
said terrirory. And the legislative assembly shall not
at any time abridge the right of suffrage, or to hold
office, on account of the race, color or the previous
condition of servitude of any resident of the said
Territory.” When Wyomings elected legislators
resisted this, the federally appointed U.S. Attorney
issued an opinion stating that black men’s right to
vote could not be terminated.® Surprisingly, there
was no substantial effort to outlaw black residence in
Wyoming, as had been accomplished for example in
Indiana, California, and Oregon.

In 1870, Wyoming claimed 9,118 residents
(not counting Indians). The paltry head count of
138 black men and forty-five black women, roughly
two percent of the population, was too small to be
a numeric or economic threar to white dominance,
bur blacks were regarded as social threats. To defend
white privilege and supremacy in spite of Section
Five, the first Wyoming legislature codified blacks’
status as second-class citizens by enacting laws
prohibiting marriage between blacks and whites and
permitting racially segregated schools. Furthermore,
many of the Democratic majority had been elected
on a platform including repudiation of Negro
suffrage. Partially in response to federal legislation
and amendments which enfranchised black men, the
first legislature also passed its most famous law, that
granting suffrage to Wyoming women, concluding
that, “Damn it, if [the feds] are going to let the
niggers and pigtails vote, we will ring in the women,

8 Sldney Howell Fléming; ¢ Solvmg the’ ]1gsaw Puzzle One: Suﬁrage Story ataTime,” Anmals of ijmmg 62 (Spring. 1990) : :
9 Ch.sj/enne Dm[y Leiader, Apni 28, 1870 ‘These: Words “were Probabiy spoken by Presxdent of the Counctl (Senate) William T Bnght 7 fiarive of
: Virguna wha fought for'the Umon durmg the Civil War arid’ expressed thiese samie sertintents upon retibning home ro Sotith Pass C1ty, Wyoming

Terntory, after the leglslatlve session’ ended Marlon Md\/[lllan Huseas Sweemater Gofzi ijommgs Gald Rmfa 1, 867 ] 871 (Cheyenn shie

Mass1e, "Re{orm is: Where You Fmd It The Roots of Woman Suﬁ}age i Wyormng, Anmzlf of ‘Xﬁ}ammg 62 (Sprmg 1990
Pr0h1b1tmg Interracxal Marrlage I\/hscegenanon Laws in: Wyommg, Anmyft of V@omzﬁg 52 (1 980 ) 55 60

too.”?

It is wonderfully ironic that for this— for being
first in the nation to extend suffrage to women,
and stubborn determination to preserve female
enfranchisement over federal objections in 1890—
Wyoming became known as the Equality State and
the words “Equal Rights” were proudly displayed
on the state seal despite that reputation being built
at least in part upon a foundation of base racism.
Inspired by Section Five of the Organic Act and the
1869 women’s suffrage legislation, but ignoring the
discriminatory laws approved by the first territorial
legislature, some Pollyannas believed that equality
would extend to everyone. The editor of the Wyoming
Tribune was delighted that Wyoming Territory was
in the vanguard of social change and wrote that in
Wyoming,

. should
[not] operate as an  impassable barrier to complete

the mere accident of sex, race, or color . .
civil and political equality.

[Wyoming has adopted] an advanced position on the
question of human rights . . . forgetting heathenish
prejudices arising from race or sex, she invites them to
stand with her upon ‘the skirmish line of civilization,’
(sharing| human rights, [and] equality before the law
.. all mankind shall be politically regenerated, and
stand upon an equal plane, as they will before the

Throne of God., '?

A Dblack man named William Jefferson Hardin,
from Cheyenne, was elected to the Wyoming
legislature in 1879 and again in 1880 in what the
Cheyenne Daily Leader called “a moral triumph.”™"
Hardin helped repeal the original (but not the last)
anti-miscegenation law. A decade later, the editor
of the Cheyenne Sun described the celebratory

: :..(SPf-m_g-._m??l 0] "; e
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statehood parade through the streets of the capital
city. Mentioning a float entered by hopeful African
Americans he wrote that “our colored brothers feel a
warm and patriotic devotion to the state in which all
men and women are free and equal.”™*

At the same time Wyoming attained statehood
in 1890, a quarter-century before the rash of black
lynchings, the United States Census Bureau decided
that the frontier was safely settled. Renowned
historian Frederick Jackson Turner fretted over what
would become of our national character without a
frontier safety valve to release social pressures. Many
writers, even of African American history, agreed that
the frontier had disappeared by 1890, that life settled
down, that the wildness of the Wild West ended, and
that the twentieth century ushered in a progressive
new era of law and order and civilization. Durham
and Jones speaking of that period in their book, 7he
Negro Cowboys, wrote that “lawless Wyoming had .

. disappeared [it] was still rough and occasionally
bloody, but juries, judges and sheriffs dispensed
justice.” William Katz, in 7he Black West, observed
that, “Life in the western territories was dangerous
and often short until settlers filled in the last open
spaces and law and order became a permanent
resident” in newly created states. !

'This may have been largely true for whites,
but for blacks in Wyoming frontier-style violence
continued to inspire fear for more than chree decades
beyond statehood. The Wyoming Constitution
stated that, “In their inherent right to life, liberty and
the pursuit of happiness, all members of the human
race are equal,” and added, “Since the equality in the
enjoyment of natural and civil rights is only made
sure through political equahty, the laws of this state

12 Cp’aeyenne S, ]uly24 1890

affecting the political rights and privileges of its-

citizens shall be without distinction of race, color,
or any circumstance.”"* Given the realities of life in
Wyoming and discriminatory statutes in Wyoming's
legal code, the Constitution amounted to so many
empty words. Blacks could not count on juries,
judges, or sheriffs to dispense justice long after the
Wild West frontier was gone and Wyoming boasted
an established legal system.

The first documented blacks to attempt
permanent settlement in Wyoming were regarded as
white, at least culturally if not racially, by the Lakota
and Cheyenne who killed them and their owner
at their Oregon Trail trading post in 1863. These
slaves came to the North Platte valley unwillingly
and their reception established a long-lived pattern
of hostility.’® The following year, whites made clear
the distinction between themselves and blacks who
occupied an inferior place in the social and legal
hierarchies. That September saw the first and perhaps
most brutal lynching of an African American man in
what would become Wyoming, at Fort Halleck near
Elk Mountain. Asa, one of two slaves apparently
belonging to the post surgeon, was accused by Ohio
soldiers of insulting and kissing a white girl. “He
tried to make his escape, but was overtaken™ by a
soldier who dragged him back to the mob in the fort
where he was,

... cuffed and kicked, tarred and feathered, set on
fire, skinned alive, and finally stuck, half dead in a
firkin [barrel], and exposed on the plains, until the
flesh was eaten away by wolves and hawlks ... [they]
tacked the hide on the side of the hospital, where it
remained the rest of the summer.””

e 15 Patricia Nelsoi Limerick; 7755 Legzzcy of Canqum Z'Tae Unlvmken Pasr of ti)e Amertmn Wexr (New York ._ WW Norton & Co 1989) P 260
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The surgeon did not press the issue, understanding
the need to control blacks behavior. He merely
noted in his diary, “Asa killed by the boys of Co. D
for committing rape upon little girl just 12 years old
-~ Dissected him — exciting time.”® The surgeons
definition of rape was not the standard, but that was
to be expected in allegations against black men, and
truth was not the objective of a lynching,. The soldiers
went unpunished. Asa was merely property and thus
his killing was not murder. Just a few years eatlier the
U.S. Supreme Court’s Dred Scott decision had ruled
that blacks were not citizens and could not then
nor ever have rights under the Constitution. There
is no evidence suggesting that the soldiers even had
to reimburse the doctor for property damage. Some
officers of the 11* Ohio Volunteer Cavalry probably
approved of that lynching, among them Captain Jacob
Lee Humfreville, who assumed command of the post
a few weeks later. After the Civil War he was assigned
to lead the Buffalo Soldiers of the black Ninth Cavalry,
but was ultimately court-martialed and terminated
from the Army in 1874 for racist attitudes and sadistic
treatment of black soldiers under his command.”?

Amanda Norris, a mulatto woman, who worked
at the fort and became the wife of post trader Robert
Foote, may have been more horrified than most
observers by the brutality of Asa’s lynching. The
killing demonstrated unequivocally to her and other
African Americans on the frontier that they ranked,
like blacks in other parts of the nation, far below
whites and that white hatred for their darker skin
was condoned by the power structure. New pioneers
to the frontier brought old ideas west with them in
their covered wagons, and borrowed much from the
constitutions of existing states and territories when
writing new legal codes, thus disappointing idealists’
hopes for innovative and just societies in the nascent
territories. As in eastern and southern states, much
of the West and especially Wyoming would engender
a white supremacist society.

This idea was driven home time and again even
though the Dred Scott decision was overturned
by subsequent federal and territorial law which

A8 _Dr ]Ohn Fmﬁ‘ock e Kmna.man A Lm‘!ﬂ Pzece 0f%0mmg, P67

i ] Press, 1999) PP 141 45

o Kmnamem, A tht[e Pigce:of V@ommg, pp 68,'129; Charles L. Kenner, Bu]_?%z[a So[&izer: cﬁ“ Oﬁmrs af t/oe N'zntf] Cszwzby, I 867 1598:(N man.

supposedly gave African Americans the same rights
enjoyed by whites. Stories around the town of
Medicine Bow hold that a few years later, about
1868, a black man deposited funds in the bank and
tried to purchase land nearby. Whites asserted that
no “nigger” would settle there and killed him. Abour
1870, a black man was shot from behind in South
Pass City, but law enforcement oflicials made no
effort to bring his killer to justice. Weak evidence
suggests that a black man may have been lynched in
Lander about 1884. In spite of high hopes and high
prose on the part of some newsmen and others, after
statchood was achieved in 1890, Wyoming remained
a dangerous place for blacks to live. Tradition
maintains that a black homesteader was murdered by
neighbors at the head of Negro Creek east of Casper
during the late [880s or carly 1890s. After his body
was hidden near the spring, his wife and children
were driven from their home farther down the creek.
The family’s abandoned buildings were appropriated
by neighboring ranchers in time-honored tradition,
but uniquely and more interestingly, archaeological
evidence suggests that someone brought horse-
drawn scrapers and blades to level the homestead site
and remove nearly every trace that anyone had ever
lived there. In the aftermath of the Johnson County
War, white civilians harassed and shot at black
soldiers stationed in eastern Johnson County; the
black soldiers had been sent by federal authorities
hoping not so much to exercise martial law as to
excite outrage among settlers who had migrated
to the tension-filled area from the South. About
1900, a black army veteran and his father from
Ohio disembarked from a train in Newcastle to
answer advertisements from the Cambria mines for
experienced coal miners. They were greeted by signs
in the rail yard proclaiming “Nigger Go Home”
shortly before Tralian miners who did not want to
compete with them for jobs beat them and drove
them away. The older man apparently died from his
injuries. Over and over again, Wyoming authorities
provided little or no protection or aid to blacks
whose lives and homes were in danger. African
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Militia guarded the Big Horn County Courthouse in 1909 during the trial which convicted several ranchmen for
killing sheepherders in what is known as the Tensleep Raid. Courtesy Colorade Historical Society.

Americans often did not expect justice. After a black
laborer at Pacific Springs was clubbed senseless by
a gambler wielding a pick handle, he commented
upon regaining consciousness that, “Massa Palmer
sure know how to handle niggers.”

As the new century began the lynching of
Wyoming whites came to an end. According to
historian Michael Pfeifer, society’s “rough justice”
clement compromised with proponents of due

process so that capital punishment became a more
common sentence by the courts, even though some
were disappointed that executions were conducted in
private behind prison walls. A prosecuting attorney
in the Big Horn Basin said, “Wyoming has passed
the border stage of her history. It has been a hard,
bitter growth, but we have arrived and the world
will know that the law is held in regard by the big
majority of our people.”
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At least some in that majority seem to have
wished that there was no race problem, or more
accurately, that there were no blacks in Wyoming.
The Wyoming Tribune spoke for many in March
1904 when the editor railed against blacks migrating
into the West and wished that descendants of slaves
would stay in the South where they belonged.
Since shipping them all back to Liberia was not a
realistic option, and western blacks kept insisting on
exercising their right to suffrage, the editor ranted,
“Let them get away from politics, build homes with
four rooms in them, raise cotton and chickens and
look out for themselves.” As white Wyomingites
would demonstrate a few months later, Wyoming
law and white society certainly would not ook out
tor them.

The lynchings of black Wyomingites in the new
twentieth century would not be cases of frontier
vigilantes attempting to create an orderly and law-
abiding society by taking the law into their own
hands. By this time the state had a well-developed
justice system with law enforcement officers and
judges in every community, plus functioning courts,
juries, and jails.
black men were the work of vengeance-seeking white
mobs defying the law in racially-inflamed mass
hysteria intended to keep blacks in their place.”
Lynching became “a tool for white Wyomingites
to assert racial hierarchy,” the white populace
participated actively or vicariously, and “African
Americans were supposed to apprehend the terrible
consequences of breaching white supremacy.””* The
lynchers’ primary intent was white domination — or
even the complete elimination — of blacks. During
the years from 1904 to 1920, when the majority of
Wyoming’s black lynchings occurred, none, not a
single one, of the hundreds of Wyoming Caucasians

“Twentieth century lynchings of

accused of similar crimes was lynched.
Whites received the due process guaranteed by

= Wyoming Tribuine; March 3, 1904, "
= Pleifer, Roug/afmrzcc, pp 50 48
CHJbid
3._ = Ihid, pp 67 29

% Lammze Baamemng, September 1 1904 see also, Stan Gustafson, Tﬁgzlanres ofﬁr@ammg (New York Hearthstonc Pless, 1971) pp '_12 15
o and Fr:a.llk Schubert The Black A.lrny Reglments in Wyoming, 1885- 1912” (masters thes1s, Umverslty of Wyommg, 1970) e 75 nqte 21

i Al’chlves, Che}’enne s

the constitutions of the nation and state. But where
blacks were concerned, the “Law was too capricious,
too unpredictable, too formal, too abstract and too
concerned with process and at least the procedures
of fairness to regulate the crucial social distinctions
of the color line.” In the words of one vengeance-
seeking man in Rock Springs, we need “more justice
and less law.”?

That brand of justice was served in August 1904
in Laramie, the home of the University of Wyoming.
Joe Martin was incarcerated in the county jail on a
misdemeanor charge. Apparently well-behaved, he
became a jail trustee and enjoyed some freedoms
denied other prisoners. Reportedly taking advantage
of his privileges, and as improbable as it sounds,
he was accused of using a razor to slash a young
white woman employed at the jail after she refused
his amorous advances. A mob soon stormed the
courthouse and dragged him, fighting for his life, to
a lamppost at the corner of Seventh Street and Grand
Avenue. They threw a rope over the arm and pulled
Martin up to kick and strangle in the Wyoming wind
while the crowd used him for target practice.”

The Laramie Boomerang hooted on its front page
that the citizenry of Laramie were “Poor Shots.” Only
one of the multitude of bullets fired at the strangling
man struck him as he dangled and thrashed above
their heads. The coroner’s jury concluded that Martin
“Came to his death by hanging by the neck until dead
by parties unknown.” ¥ The county attorney records
no longer exist; district court criminal files indicate
that no charges were ever filed against anyone. No
effort was made to bring the killers to justice.

By modern standatds, elected officials charged
with upholding the law and preserving the peace
failed in their duties. At the time, officials behaved
just as the dominant white society thought proper.
Justice was not color blind and the law was not
expected o apply to blacks as it did to whites.
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Because of Martins color and the nature of his
alleged offense, white society felt little or no distress
that he was denied the rights and protections that
every accused white rapist received. People were
generally undismayed by the denial of due process
and unconcerned by the question of Martin’s guilt
or innocence, or his murder by the crowd. lt was
considered an added benefit that the mob saved the
county the cost of a trial. But one wonders with
regard to this case, as to others, if Martin really
committed the crime? Or was he perhaps an casy
scapegoat for a white prisoner, or perhaps a guard,
or even the “victim,” who understood that such an
accusation would instantly divert attention away
from themselves and their clandestine activities, and
result in an immediate, hysterical public conviction
of any black man. Lacking a trial, no one will ever
know what really happened or if Joe Martin really
committed the assault of which he was accused.

The mob’s purpose was not solely to punish the
supposed perpetrator, but also to send an unequivocal
message to other African Americans regarding their
statusand expected behavior. It was believed thatblack
men naturally behaved as beasts around irresistibly
desirable white women and the public was likewise
expected to mete out the appropriate punishment.
Yet, not every accused black man was lynched. Two
years later, in 1906, an outraged Cheyenne citizenty
threatened to lynch Private Walker Carroll, a Buffalo
Soldier with the black Tenth Cavalry stationed at
Fort D.A. Russell. He was accused of breaking into
a Cheyenne house and attempting to rape an eleven
year-old white girl. Local papers helped whip up the
frenzy by referring to Carroll as a “Black Fiend” and
a “black and very vicious negro,” correlating skin
color and savagery. The editors simultaneously tried
to calm the city contending the established Wyoming
legal system could adequately resolve the matter.
Ultimately, in the capital city, the law was allowed
to run its course and Carroll was sentenced to ten

years in the state penitentiary at Rawlins. This case
suggests that things were changing in Wyoming and
that perhaps the Martin lynching was anomalous.
Time would prove otherwise.*®

Most lynchings of Wyoming black men occurred
during the 1910s. The first of this series took place
on October 2, 1912, when, before Private Carroll’s
sentence expired, another black prisoner, Frank
Wigfall, was lynched inside the state penitentiary in
Rawlins. As in other accounts of African American
crime, his appearance and color were repeatedly
discussed and belittled in news and private accounts
in efforts to dehumanize and make the accused seem
like a crude animal and the black race predestined
toward murder and rape. Many people today may
wonder what a lynching was like and how the mobs
behaved. Some newspaper accounts are revealing,
but an extraordinary insider’s view of the whole
event was recorded in a convict’s diary, which stated
that earlier that year the

Frank Wigfall was lynched in the Wyoming State
Penitentiary by inmates in 1912. Courtesy Wyo-
ming State Archives.

% Information on the Carroll incident is fzom Schubett; “The Black Arr y-chzmcm:s p 75 In: 1885 dunng the wild \nd wooly frontiex-era,

: -'_a black so[dler was taken:from a

i '_'m 1905 Wu;h 1nc1c[ents it Ncwcastlc and Basxn

i '_1].13.11 Ja.l.l a_ncl lynched Just across

e'_South Dakota b der, see Thomas R Buecker, ; Confrontatxon at
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ILABRAMIE, WYOMING, \VHJDNESDAY, OCTORBER 2, 1912

hnds
B
cied
call

tter
11,

b ot
that
in
ab-
any
Il
g in
ung
Lian
b an

< B |©fall from the county Aail Iast &l
2 B | @ oight, and upon n.deé'* of Ghv- t.? guard aud turned over to the

FRANK

14 lynched Frank Wigfall, a negto O

. |G lived nesr the prison and was a
B | faverite among the priscners. ” &

WIGFALL 1§ -
HANGED BY GUNVICTS

NEGRO EX-CUNVIGT LANDED IN | that the convicls would take 4 Land 1n | ‘

. PENITENTIARY FOR SAFETY *[ihemaitor. of
B Dropped Thirty Feet, |
FROM MOB AND MEETS .
ANGTHER ONE Wigtall was placed in'tho prison last!

night. This morning, as goon ag the!

prisoners weré releaded from their| Y
Prisoners Make Rush for Raom ag|Cells for the day they overpowered the | :

Soon as They are Released from |OL¢ &Rard thai staod beiween ghema

and the negro and roshed to big reom.
He was caught unawares gud his neck |
placed in a noose Bt 'the end of a Jang AM ERIC’

$erved Two Terms Already—Sent| rope, the other end being fasfened. to BY M
* from This County for Long Term,| 2 balustrade that surrounded the gak .
lery overlooking the chupe] of the pris. E
on, The fiend was then dropped to-;
ward the foor below, falling thirty |
feet before the end of the rope was
@ wnd ez-convict, who was a.rré:at_arl &5 :iac:lifn Tﬂl:;et ct?lnevaatsr;]utl;tlty Sepers } ) :'I:“t
& yesterday, at Fort Steele, gharg & ane of ,fl m that wose da lnet:;rst S
@ed with assaulting Mre. Dsther & ooy, uccv:rrenc:s w:u1§eget :nt«};mﬂl;ﬁ :;:'[a.!“
© Higging, aged 78. The Woman & dosm,  The guard gave the slarm, If N
His declared that this iz the only im-
; stamee of the wind ever racorded fn the :
}annals of any prison in the counkry. | Mexioo
t The hody was taken down Ly prison ¢8R Tebe
caproner A.marmall
of Carben county. | Allen M

Cellz and Overpower Guard--Ne-!
gro Died in Prison Whers He Had/

& Rawlins, Wyo., Ol 2. —Convintz o

@ al the stale penilentisyy roday & Atlen' M

|‘ fic Tl

S A mob altempted to take ng =N

& ernor Joaeph M, Carey, Lhe prisom- la
& er was transferred to the penlten-

| Yo
o ‘aud Mr.

Deserved Death,

The Laramie Republican reported on Wigfall’s lynching in
the October 2, 1912, issue.

face more like a beast than a man,”"

old negro [had been] released from the prison after
serving a fourteen year term for a revolting crime
which is peculiar to the black race. he had previously
served one or more terms for the same crime. he was
always a good old darkey when in the prison and was
well liked by the prisoners. he had been down town
since his release [and] had repeated the same offense

he had chosen for a victim an old lady who
lived near the prison.
surrounding the crime proved the negro to be
possessed of a heart black as inky midnight. he . ..

escaped across country and on foot.”

the peculiar circumstances

Thirty-nine year old Wigfall, “a big negro with a

was a habitual

criminal. About 1902 he began serving an eighteen-
month sentence for rape and assault with intent to
kill. Tn 1904, the same year Joe Martin was lynched in
Laramie, Wigfall was re-incarcerated after confessing
that he attempted to rape a thirteen-year old girl he
caught in a Laramie alley. He was released in April
1912 after serving about eight and one-half years.
He worked in various cleaning jobs around Rawlins
until battering in the door of seventy-cight year old
Esther Higgins with an axe. The aged washer-woman
was threatened with death and “outraged repeatedly”
until the next morning when Wigfall fled.

He was arrested at Fort Steele, an old military
post about twenty-three miles east of Rawlins on the
Union Pacific Railroad. A vast crowd congregated at
the Rawlins depot awaiting the train bringing him
back and threatening to hang him. Local authorities
were determined to prevent a lynching and the
accompanying officers managed to sequester him in
the jail. A deputy sheriff told the mob they would
have to dynamite the building to get the man out.
Upon this news, the rabble “retired for consultation.”
During the lull, a sheriffs deputy, a policeman,
and the mayor of Rawlins spirited Wigfall to the
apparent safety of the fortress-like state srison where
he boasted of his crime to another prisoner.”

The inmate’s diary condnues its descriptive
account of the brutality of the lynching. The morning
after Wigfall’s return to prison his fellow inmates were
agitated. One asked a guard what would happen if
the black man was lynched. The guard responded, “1
don’t think they would do anything.” Upon hearing
those words, prisoners craving death, not justice,
commenced planning the attack and,

a small bunch of men came in the outside dooras . . .
hungry as wolves . . . but not for dinner . . . the rope
was . . . thrown out on the floor where the kinks were
run out. Brink said, now wait a minute fellows, two
of you go into the cell house and capture [the guard]
and take keys away from him and lock him into a
cell, and done hurt him . . . .

24 Anonymous, The Suiieet Srmiell #Sagebmrb APmoner; Dzmj; 1 903:1912 (Rawhns Wyomtng “Priends of the Old Pcn, 1990) p s

] 2 “Negro Lynched By Rawhns Conwcts . ]he U@ommg Trzéum, October 2 1912 “qud For HIS Crime, Yh'f Carﬁon C'aumjz fauma:l Qcrobe

_'3‘ “Pazd ForH 'Cnmo,” 'J?ae Ca:rhan Caumy faurrml October4 1912 Anonymous,:

ST912:

71’8 Sweet 5mell 0f Sageérmb pp 145 49
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the rest of the lynchers had went down the north side
and were congregated in front of the negroes cell . .
. Brink . . . grappled with [the guard] who struggled
to free himself . . . [another prisoner] . . . grasped
the bunch of keys which he jerked from the guards
hand . . . and the door of Wigfalls cell unlocked in
a twinkling. the ape-like form of the negro could
be seen in the dark interior of the cell as he stood
cowering in the farthest corner.

he was instantly grasped and yanked out through the
door where the rope was thrown in a double half hitch
about his neck. from the time when he was pulled
from the cell he never had an oppurtunity to stand
still, the outhit went at double quick time towards the
stairs to the galleries. the negro was clothed only in
a night shirt . . . they went up the stairs to the top
gallery and stopped at the place where previously a
man committed suicide by jumping off the gallery.

Wigfall was ordered to jump off the gallery, but didn't
seem anxious to obey. he was menaced by a knife in
the hand of Paseo. he asked that he be allowed dme
in which to pray. he was rold that if he could make
it short enough that he would have time to offer a
prayer while making the descent. he was forded over
the railing and he went down hand over hand like a
sailor, or monkey, he dropped and caught the railing
on the gallery below. he was instantly dislodged from
there by one of the party who had went down stairs
to forestall just such a move on the part of the negro.
he fell to the end of the rope. he was then drawn up
by those at the top and dropped the entire [three-

story] distance again . . .

The papers reported that “He fell nearly 30 feet
and his neck was broken and nearly pulled from
the body.”
spectacular.” An hour after the lynching, even though
a guard had sounded the alarm, prison authorities
had not responded to the murderous riot within the
prison walls and the victim was still suspended by
the rope. A warning circulated among the prisoners
threatening that “the first man who squeals will be the

“The tragedy was as thrilling as it was

32 Anonytmous; - The Sweet Syiell ofSazge&rw/a pp 145:49,.151:
B - Quotes in this and preceding paragraphs are from ¢ “Paid For His
: Boasttng Black int Prisori;” ‘and “While Mob Storms ]a_d @

Wyomlng Pemtenua.ry, Wj}ommg Shate, ]awmz[, Oc:tober 4 19 12
f_ s Anonymous, I}‘Je Sweet Smel'l' ofSagebmh pp" '4549 o

v1ct§'Lyncb.Tb 'Victlrn, C/oeym Smrf Lezzder, October 3 1912

next man hung [and] had the effect of silencing any
convict who later was questioned.” Eventually, the
body was cut down but a coroner’s jury was unable
to resolve the case. One prisoner identified some of
the lynchers, but added personal enemies to the list
making the whole document suspect; the warden
chose to ignore it. The guards said they were unable
to recognize any of the convicts who participated in
the affair.

At the same time the inmates were lynching
Wigfall inside the state prison, another lynch mob
gathered at the city jail believing that he was still
lodged there. Local citizens were preparing to batter
down the jail doors when they learned “that the
convicts had seized the Negro, and saved the citizens
of Rawlins a tragic job.” Many if not most residents
expressed the view that he had received just what he
deserved and they were glad it had happened. The
local newspaper headlined that he had “Paid For
His Crime,” a theme echoed in the Cheyenne State
Leader®

Fury did not explode because an old woman was
brutally violated. Wigfall was not lynched because
he was a rapist. Many white rapists were tried and
served out their convictions in the prison without
being lynched by fellow inmates. No doubt some
were part of the lynch-mob. Wigtall was thrown
from the prison balcony because he was a black
rapist. Outside the prison walls, “Certain ones of the
colored population [of Rawlins] were much incensed
with the parties who were supposed to have hung
Wigfall but nothing happened.”

Some whites around the state deplored the event.
The Wyoming State Journal in Lander wrote,

If the convicts in the penitendary are to administer
our laws they ought ro be given more liberty. If men
who have been convicted of crime are to commit
more serious ones, once they are locked up, then
perhaps it would be best to turn them loose in the
first place . . . The lynching in the penitentiary last
week was without excuse . . . taking human life is a

Catiny ]ourml : October 4 1912 and Convu:ts at Rawhns Lynch
“Lynch Negro in.
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serious matter even in Wyoming. The men who took
part in the affair should pay the penaley.®

But of course they never did. One researcher
explained Lander’s liberal view toward blacks by
claiming that when the Buffalo Soldiers arrived to
garrison nearby Fort Washakie, Lander “already had
its ‘niggers’ [the Indians], and, to further enhance
the position of the [African American soldiers] in the
community, their mission was to [control the Indians
of] the Wind River Reservation, or to keep down
the ‘niggers.” Whites in Lander were grateful to
black soldiers for protecting them from potendally
hostile savages and treated the black troops with
more respect than was common in other western
communities.

Farly the next year, 1913, African Americans’
status as second-class citizens in Wyoming was
underscored when the Wyoming legislature
unanimously passed alaw making interracial marriage
a felony. The Equality State, like many other states
during this racially troubled decade, was moving to
“keep the niggers in their place.” Nationally famous
black spokesman Booker 1. Washington stated, “I
have never seen the colored people so discouraged
and bitter as they are at the present time.”™” Across the
nation, that bitterness led to rioting and increasingly
determined resistance to the status quo. The brand
new and rapidly growing National Association for
the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP)
was determined to secure for all people the basic
rights guaranteed in the Thirteenth, Fourteenth,
and Fifteenth amendments to the United States
Constitution, which promised an end to slavery, the
equal protection of the law, and prohibited racial
discrimination in voting rights. It would be a long
fight and their disillusionment nationally, and in
Wyoming, would worsen.

That fall, a black man from the African American
farming community called Empire in eastern

¥ Untitled edicorials, Wiipniirig Stare ]oumal October 11 and 18 1912

36 “Schiiberc; “The: BlackArmy Reg[ments, p. 49

:Wyommg State Archlves Cheyenne

LT Ma.ry Beth Norton, et. al A People am;'A Ni;zzzm (Boston"Houghton Mlﬂ:hn Co 1982), p: 591

Wyoming was lynched in Torrington. Baseman
Taylor had become paranoid and threatening to
family and neighbors who asked the court to declare
him incompetent and send him for treatment to the
state “Hospital for the Insane.” Though Baseman
offered no resistance, the Goshen County Sheriff
used excessive force to take him into custody and
apparently caused a head injury. Within hours
Baseman began suffering seizures. According to
a wrongful death suit filed by Taylors brother
and white witnesses, the sheriff, his deputies, and
another prisoner subsequently “did beat, burn,
choke, pinch, abuse and otherwise misuse” Taylor.
Because the new county had no jail, prisoners were
kept in the Torrington Hotel. Unlike the criminally-
charged white prisoners, this black man, who was
not charged with breaking any laws, was chained
hand and foot. Baseman’s torment was a public
spectacle in those days before radio or television.
People staying at the hotel described watching his
attackers choke him in the lobby because he refused
to be silent. Later they went upstairs to look through
the open doorway of the room in which the helpless
Baseman was shackled hand and foot in a bed during
continued abuse. Apparent damage to his trachea
from repeated chokings seems to have interfered
with his breathing. On November 6, after three days
of torture, Baseman died, leaving his nine-year-old
daughter an orphan. This was a lynching, which is
an illegal killing by a group acting under the pretext
of serving justice. Baseman’s infraction, according
to the sheriff, was that he was “a crazy nigger.” The
local newspaper whitewashed the incident and
reported that his death resulted from preexisting
medical or neurological conditions. The authorities
did not prosecute the sheriff and Taylors brother
dropped his suit when his attorneys informed him
that “recovery ... was apt to be small and of litde
value.” A black man’s life was not worth much in the
Equahty State ot
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Baseman Taylor’s brother, Reverend Russel Taylor, shown
with college classmates, was an eatly Wyoming Civil Rights
activist. Courtesy the anthor.

Many black residents of Empire had come to
Wyoming expecting a better life for their children
than they had experienced during several decades
of successful homesteading in Nebraska. The 1913
anti-miscegenation law told them to lower their
expectations. The God-fearing, church-building,
educated Empire builders were stunned by Baseman
Taylor’s lynching. Like other blacks, they lost their
optimism about life in the Equality State and their
trust in the Wyoming legal system. During the mid
1910s, family by family, they began returning to
Nebraska. By thecarly 1920s, hurried on by economic
factors, nearly all had abandoned the Equality State
and Empire crumbled into dust.*®

But Wyoming mobs were not done with their
work because other blacks remained in the state and
Wyoming whites, like their counterparts who were

Iynching hundreds of African Americans all across
the nation, remained fearful. During and after World
War I, many white Americans became concerned
about the perceived flood of immigrants who seemed
slow to assimilate into mainstream culture. Southern
European Catholics with their “African antecedents
rendering them incapable of any sort of progress,” the
“Yellow Peril,” Hispanics, Jews, and southern blacks
were believed to be threatening the whole fabric
of American society. In 1915, whites in Wyoming
numbered 138,331. The hordes of minorities that
whites feared were sweeping over the Equality
State included a combined total of only about two
thousand blacks, Hispanics, Chinese, and Japanese,
little more than one percent of the population.®
During the late 1910s, as World War One was
raging in Europe, Wyoming’s wartime economy
was booming. There was no shortage of jobs in
industry or agtriculture and blacks were too few to
be serious competition for white workers. American
soldiers, including African Americans, among them
blacks from Empire and elsewhere in Wyoming,
were fighting for democracy abroad even while it
was often denied to them at home. Rock Springs,
a tough, blue-collar coal mining and railroad town,
had a large, foreign-born population including
many Hispanics and southern Europeans. These
groups, sometimes overzealous in attempts to prove
their whiteness and resentful of having to compete
against blacks for jobs, were occasionally African
Americans’ worst enemies.* Whites in Rock Springs
had already given the community a breath-taking
record for racially defined mob violence that made
the lynching of a single man pale by comparison. In
an 1885 rampage they killed twenty-eight Chinese,
wounded at least fifteen others, and drove hundreds
more out of town, of whom between twenty-five and
fifty probably died from exposure in an event known

S Todd Guenther, The Empu’e Bu[lders An Afncan Amerlcan Odyssey in Nebraska and Wyormng, Nebmska [—Izmny Magazme 89(4 Wmter)
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Biting Cold Experienced in Mon-
tana and Other States Today.

Wilmington, Del, Dec. 12,—This eity
as subjected fo a terrific bombard-
nent today, as the result of a fire in
he' shell loading plant of ths Beth-
ghem Steel company. The blaze gtari-
4 in the puilding in which were gtored
heHs loaded with trinitrotuloul. The
ontenta flew in every direction. One
tard was killed.

SOME COLD WEATHER.

Eleven Inches of Snow and Thirty-

three Degrees Below,
HMelena, Mont,, Dec. 12.—Along with
he eleven inches of snow that fell
ot night, thirty-three degrees pelow
ero was recorded. Snow and below-
ero weather is general over the stateg
ast of the Roclded.

SHOCKS FELT.
Istinet vibrations of Earth At Idaho
Falls This Morning.
idaho Falls, Jdahe, Dee. 12 ~Distinet
librations of tHe earth were felt hers
t 4 this morning. No damage was
one,

GAVALRY DIVISIGN.

irst In American Army Since the
. Civi] War Days.
Waghingion, D. ¢, Dee. 12—A4 di
izion of regular cavalry, the first the
meriean army has had simee Civil
Far days, is b‘eing formed at El Paso,
exas. Offieials sald the stép was. in
reparation for eventualities abroad
nd had no significance go far as the

@ trol. The premier said that Al- &

% maintenance of protection of all &
€ sacred buildings and boly places. &
@ CQeneral Allenby was well receiv- @
© ed by the population.

500000200000 0CO00

NECRO HANGED
BY MOB TODAY

MAN CHARGED WITH MOLESTING
WHITE WOMEN AT BLAIR.
TOWN STRUNG UP TO
RAILROAD BRIDGE.

TWenty-five Cltizens of Town In
Growd That overpower Jailer and
Taks Unidentified Negro Qug, Go-
ing to Stream Nortn of Roeck
Springs and -‘Hanging Him—Body
Was Founa This Afternoon.

!0 Rock Springs, Dec. 12.—An yn- &

@ identified wmegro, charged with W
& molesting white women residents” &
& of Blairtown, a suburb, was tak- &
& ¢n from the city jail early today @&
@ and hanged to a railroad bridge &
@ north of Rock Springs, Hig body“‘"ﬂ
& was found this afterncon. Twenty- &
& five citizens were in the crowd &
& that overpowered the Jjaller at O
& the eity  prison to secure the &
€ negro, . o

& lenby’s proclamation insured the &

sity of Wyoming, with Mra.

David of Douglag, the presidef:

siding, hefors its adjournmen
day afternoon, unanimously
the following resolution, follo
announcement of the resignati
Henry G. Knight as dean of ag
and director of the experimen
of the TUniversity of Wyoming
“Resolved, That the resigm.
Dr. Henry Granger Knight as

ithe college of agriculture and

of the experiment station has
cepted with regret by the hoard
tees of the University of Wn
The hoard feels that the resign.
Dr. Knighfs entfails a distinct
the University of Wryoming 4w
long service, both as professor
istry awd in hig connection

college of agTieulture. His wigb

been regarded by the board wi
satisfaction. He has been m
ful to .the college amnd to th
The hoard wishes Dr, Knight 1
ast measure of suceess in
field.”
Will Confer With Hospi
The irusteeg applointed a co
consisting of Dr. Aven .Nel
president of the vniversity, Pro
Prof. Loy and Prof. Whitcomb
fer with a committes, consistin
A B. Hamilton and Miss Du
the Ivinson Memorial hospital,
ing the establishment of a

training corps in the university
president of the university was

ized to establish a class in ra
buzzer fraining for operators
nature of & night clags. Res
were also adopted by the board
ing Judge Timothy F. Burka,
ber of the board who was com;

relinguish hig duties both as pri

exican porder patrol was concerned.
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0
o
of the board and chairmaen of

Newspaper article about the lyﬁchjng of Wade Hamilton in the December 12,

1917, issue of the Laramie Republican.

as “the Chinese Massacre.”*

In 1917, few were surprised when a black man
accused of heinous crime was dragged from the
Rock Springs jail and lynched. The town marshal
proclaimed this “a bad nigger”™ and the white
community generally agreed that drastic action was
warranted. They also knew that punishment of the
lynchers was unlikely. A Rock Springs newspaper
headlined,

Colored Man Is Lynched for Attempts to Assault
Women. Fiend Attempts to Assault Three Women

Ham on (Colmed) o ﬁle, Wyommg State A:chwes, Cheyenne

4 Larson"Hm‘ory ofV@ommg, pp. 141 44 Schubert, “The BlackArmy Reguner_ns pp 54—55 Piil Crane a.ndAlfred Larson' S Chmese Mas_ acre,”
EeY ry"‘?@ommg 12 (]anua.ry 1940) 47—55, Paul Crane and Alﬁ'ed Larson “The Ch_mese Massacre, Pan H Ammls qf‘)@ommg 12:(Apil 1940):.

Who Escape With Many Bruises

Rock Springs had its first lynching on Tuesday night,
when Wade Hamilton, colored, was taken from the
jail and hung on the bridge at the end of Elk Street
and then shot . . . On Tuesday between one and two
o'clock the man went to Blaircown [neighborhood]
and attempted to criminally assault three white
women, who were in their homes alone . . . He was
arrested and in the preliminary trial the same evening,
was found guilty of atctempted assault and was bound
over to the District Court under $15,000 bonds . . .
About 12:20 the same evening the office was broken
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into and the keys secured by the men . . . who took
Hamilton out of the jail and to the bridge where he
was hung . . . it is supposed the rope broke and thar
he attempted to run away when he was shot. The
body was not [discovered] undl about noon . . . on

the creek bank.*

Five days after the lynching, blacks in Rock
Springs abandoned their hopes that local officials
would seek or bring Hamilton’s killers to justice.
They accused the mayor of saying that Hamilton
committed the crime and the mob’s punishment was
justified. An African American minister in Cheyenne
did not question Hamilton’s guilt and called him a
“degraded Negro—he must have been a bad sort.”
But he did protest the “race hate” that led to the
lynching and argued that a United States fighting for
democracy overseas must ensure justice at home.*

Following the lead of blacks in Cheyenne who
called for an investigation, the black community
in Rock Springs demanded a state probe of the
incident and sent the following resolution to Acting
Governor Frank Houx. The carefully chosen words
were measured, but not subservient. They appear to
be the work of a local African American preacher,
the Reverend T.B.J. Barclay. The author did not
defend Hamilton, but rather requested justice under
the law.

Whereas, On the 11th day of this month there was
committed in this community a heinous crime, which
would shock the most hardened criminal [and]

Whereas, We believe that the most severe punishment
that could be meted out by the law for such crimes,
should have been administered [ro him and]

Whereas, We believe and know that whatever the
crime may be that the law and law only should
determine the manner of punishment . . . and that
mob rule should not be tolerated in any community;
knowing as we do, that they who participate in or

_'_““ “Negro Taléen From City Jail and Tynched on Tuesday N{ght,-
to Assaule Women, Rock Spmngs Racket December 14 1917'
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contribute in any way to an execution by mob rule,
take their place in the criminal line along beside their
victim or intended victim, and should be punished
with the same severe punishment that justice would
have brought to the perpetrator of the crime;
therefore,

Be it Resolved, That, we, the negro citizens of Rock
Springs, Wyo., in mass meeting assembled, this the
17th day of December, 1917, do bitterly condemn
the crime committed last Tuesday by Wade Hampton
[sic], a member of our race, for which his life paid the
penalty by mob rule, and that we condemn the mob
and mob spirit equally and in the same manner; and
be it further

Resolved, That since the mayor has already expressed
his opinion that the crime was enough to justify
the penalty, we call upon the governor of the
state of Wyoming to cause a speedy and thorough
investigation into the murder of Wade Hampton
[sic] last Tuesday night by a mob, to the end that
justice may be meted out to the parties responsible
for the crime. And if it is made to appear, beyond a
reasonable doubt, that the officers were lax in their

duties that they be dealt with accordingly.

Houx responded to their plea by writing to
Sweetwater County Arttorney Fred W. Johnson,
“it is your duty as County Artorney to authorize
the offering of a reward for the apprehension and
conviction of those participating in this crime.” * Two
weeks after the [ynching Johnson had accomplished
nothing, perhaps either because he agreed with
public sentiment, or feared to stand against public
sentiment. Houx wrote again, on Christmas Eve,
urging Johnson to offer a $500 reward for information
leading to the arrest and conviction of the lynchers.

A Cheyenne State Leader editorial deplored the
lynching and recognized that it was catalyzed by
race not a thirst for justice. The editor believed
that such confrontations were inevitable wherever

“Colorecl Man is’ Lynched for Attemmpts
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whites and blacks coexist and pronounced the
“negro degenerate” guilty without a trial. Like other
contemporary Caucasian analyses, it ighored the fact
that most blacks were upright, law-abiding citizens
and blamed such incidents on African Americans’
supposed bestiality and lack of sobriety which invited
white vengeance, rather than on the brutishness of
the mob. The underlying theory remained that if
blacks would behave, they would not provoke whites
and create problems for themselves. The column was
nevertheless open-minded for the time in which it
was written, calling for an end to Jim Crow racism,
demonstrating awareness that lynch-law could no
longer be equated solely with the deep South for the
North and West were also guilty. It also illustrated
change in the way Wyomingites perceived the state’s
nickname. Cleartly, not everyone was equal in the
Equality State. To help illustrate people’s complex
thought processes at the time of this wave of
Wyoming lynchings, this powerful editorial appears
in its entirety.

A Blot on the State.

Race prejudice should have no place in a democracy.
It ill becomes us to preach about the equality of man
when we cannot accord our negro citizens the same
rights of justice and legal punishment that we give to
our white members who offend against the laws of
the state.

The lynching of the negro at Rock Springs is a blot
on the fair escutcheon of Wyoming. Its perpetrators
should be made to feel the weight of the law’s hand-
-the hand which they undertook to supersede in
meting out punitive measures on the head of the
negro degenerate.

In communities in the South, where the negroes are
thick and sometimes become bestial from too much
cheap rum or gin, the temper of the white men breaks
the bounds of propriety and wreaks a summary
vengeance on the unfortunate and brutal black who
had committed the unmentionable crime. Instances

of that kind have been of sufficient frequency in
certain of the southern states to provoke the north
and the west into assuming the holier-than-thou
attitude toward their more fiery-tempered brothers
of the southland and holding up that section to scorn
and contumely at every fresh display of mob law.
But the Fast St. Louis race tiots® and now this
Wyoming lynching will cause the middle west and
the west to plead guilty to the same reversion to type
thar characterizes the southern mob bent on “getein’
a nigger.” After all, human nature strikes a pretty
general average, by and large. The south perhaps
has had occasion to hang its head in shame more
often than the rest of the country simply because the
greater negro population provides a more frequent
opportunity for clashes between the two races.

If conditions were reversed and the negroes were
more populous in the north than in the south, we
gainsay that lynchings would be more frequent in the
north than in the south purely and solely because of
the insensate prejudice that abides in the breasts of a
certain proportion of all men, north and south, east
and west.

The Rock Springs affair can only be deplored to the
deepest by every citizen of Wyoming who has at heart
the maintenance of the state’s reputation for fairness
and democracy and enlightened Christianity.*

The lynching was never prosccuted. The
coroner’s inquest cursorily investigating “the matter
of the death of WADE HAMILTON (Colored)-
who was found dead after being removed from City
Jail by mob, at Rock Springs, Wyoming,” discussed
the allegations against and the circumstances of the
arrest of the “bad nigger,” but virtually ignored his
murder by the white mob. No evidence has been
located to indicate further investigation and district
court criminal case files do not show that anyone was
charged with the murder of Wade Hamilton. Once
again, society had served justice on an accused black
man without proving that he was indeed guilty.

L4 In eary ]uy 1917 rac[al tensmn in Easr St L{)ms,_ Illmors, erupted mto terrlﬁc notmg Whlch left dozens of Afrrcan Amencans dead .:
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The next lynching of an African American in
Wyoming occurred almost exactly a year later in
nearby Green River. It began during breakfast in the
crowded Union Pacific Rail Road depot on December
10, 1918. Like the majority of Wyoming laborers
during boom after boom, both white Edward Miller
and black Joel Woodson came to the Equality State
to work hard for good wages and probably intended
eventually to return to their homes and families. They
were but two of thousands of men in Wyoming’s
transient, male-dominated boomtowns. Woodson's
wife and family lived in Omaha, from whence he had
come only three months earlier. Miller had likewise
arrived only a few months before and planned to get
married back at his family home in Missouri just a
month later in January.”

According to newspaper accounts, Woodson,
a janitor in the U.PR.R. depot, claimed the white
waitress did not serve what he ordered. She either
said they were out of that dish or that she brought
what she thought he had requested. Then, as
improbable as it sounds in the era of Jim Crow,
he reputedly and publicly, in a room full of white
men, called her, a white woman, “a damned liar.”
Whartever really happened, Edward Miller, a white
railroad switchman dining nearby, ejected Woodson
and “told him he had better get out and save further
trouble.™" This probably seemed like a necessary
but comparatively insignificant act of public service
to Miller who came from a part of southwestern
Missouri that in 1901 used lynching and a barrage of
gunfire from hundreds of whites armed with stolen
National Guard weaponry to eject every single black
resident from one town and over the next few years
permanently banish all resident African Americans
to establish a virtually all-white community across
several adjacent counties. Throwing a black man out
of a restaurant was a trivial event by comparison.*

After a lifetime of degradation, Woodson

30 MR e Whar Reports, Wj/ommg State: J?‘xbune, Dee 11 1918

snapped and chose to exact a terrible vengeance,
quickly returning to the diner with a pistol. As Miller
tried to flee, Woodson told him, “You will never
lay a hand on me again,” and started shooting. He
shot the switchman through the heart and wounded
another man. Woodson was quickly captured and
taken to the county jail. Violence was common in
the railroad, mining, and oil field communities and
the authorities dealt with shootings and stabbings
promptly, professionally, and often. When they were
done, judges, juries, and courts took over and the
legal system did its job. Had the issue of race not
been a factor, Miller’s death might have been just
another boomtown murder. Instead, it became an
event of significance.

Officers immediately recognized the volatility of
the situation and tried to prepare for what they knew
was coming. The following account by one of the
guards conveys the desperate sense of urgency the jail
employees felt, and Woodson’s fatalism following his
last act of defiance against white society.

I was down in a corral putting a tongue in a wagon
and I saw Mr. Munn come running up the street and
McCourt and Gail, so I hurtied up and asked Munn
what was the matter and he said a nigger shot a fellow
down there, so when I got up here Gail and McCourt
had him in the hall . . . There was quite a bunch

coming up the street then.

Someone got a key and locked the front door, they
were yelling our there . . . Mr. Dixon come in and
said . . . We had better get busy, they might mob
this fellow, I think we ought to dispose of him some
place. So we did--Mr. Kidd and 1 took him in the
basement and put him in the coal bin . . . There was a
maob formed already from here and they disappeared

and it looked like they were going back to get more
help....

I tried to put them off and we rtold them we
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A Green River mob lynched Edward Woodson,
a janitor for Union Pacific Railroad Depot, after
he shot and killed Edward Miller. Courtesy
Sweetwater County Historical Museum, Green
River, Wyoming.

would ler four of them go thru the jail to satisfy
them that he wasn’t there. They said yes, but when
we opened the door they pushed right in on us, as the
whole mob was in the hall . . . Four or five hundred
[men, I did not recognize any of them] . .. One of
the prisoners made the remark [to the mob] that
we had taken him out back . . . We [had in reality]
put him in the basement and T got him down in the
coal bin and told him to stay there, because if those
tellows got him they might hang him. He said: “Tr is
just as well now as any time.” They would not have
found him if he had stayed where I told him o, but
there is a light hanging right down over the boiler
and he came out and stood right under this light and
someone must have looked thru the window, and
they went down and got him and I never saw him
after that until he was hanging on the pole.”?

'The mob beat Woodson, tied a rope around his
neck, and then twenty or twenty-five men dragged
him prostrate through the streets. As they crossed

the railroad tracks his head struck a rail so violently
that he was knocked unconscious. When the mob
reached the depot the rope was thrown over the arm
of a telegraph pole and he was hoisted up to strangle
to death.” A local newspaper, the Green River
Star, provided another account of the sensational
incident,

Switchman Shot, Another Wounded, Negro
Lynched

As soon as it was learned that Miller had died a large
crowd gathered and marched to the jail demanding
the negro. Attorney T.S. Taliaferro who was at
the courthouse attempted to pacify the crowd by
addressing them, but the infuriated crowd was
beyond reasoning, and the negro being discovered in
the coal hole of the heating plant of the jail, where
he had been hidden by the officers, he was seized and
draged [sic] to the depot and hanged to a light pole
in front of the depot, where it [the body] hung until
the arrival of the coroner from Rock Springs.

Ten minutes after the hanging the town was quiet
and no further demonstration was made.

Edward Miller, the switchman shot, was very popular
among the employees and citizens of the town, he
having been a resident of Green River for some
months, and during such time had gathered about
him many staunch friends. His home was in South
Greenfield, Mo., where . .
shipped on [train] No. 22 last evening . . ..

. the remains [were]

Switchman Curtis is reported getting along niecly
[sic], and that his arm and hand will be saved.

The popularity of the two switchmen, brought about
the high trend of excitement that existed, and the cold
blooded manner in which the deed was done, made
it utterly impossible to save the negro murderer from
the infuriated mass of humanity that surrounded the
jail. The officials secing that they had no time to get
the negro away, hid him as stated above, but when
found by the crowd no power could have saved him
from these determined avengers of the death of their

5 Deputy Sheiiff Frank Kidd, “The State of. Wyam.mg, County of Sweetwater, In the matter of the death of Edwa:d Wooclson (Colored)";-' nﬁ[e,
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friend.

County Artorney Fred W. Johnson stated to the
writer that he will call the grand jury to investigate
as to who had a hand in the lynching, and will probe
the matter to the fullest extent.”

Other men were murdered in and around Green
River in those years and their killers received fair
trials. Law and order as enforced by vigilante justice
was not the objective of this racially preoccupied
mob. Woodson was lynched because he was black,
not because he was a criminal. The sympathetic
reporter found it understandable that the mob would
commit murder and claimed the townsfolk had
somehow become deeply attached to Miller during
the few short months he lived in Green River. It is
unlikely, however, that Miller could have become so
popular after such a brief residence in the town full of
transient laborers. Few save the courageous Attorney
Taliaferro seemed concerned that the Constitution
was trampled and due process was violated.

The resolution of this case mirrors the others.
Fred Johnson, who had been Sweetwater County
Attorney when Wade Hamilton was lynched the year
before, was still in office and directed another cursory
investigation. Not one of the several hundred people
who participated in the killing was charged with a
crime.*®

Some whites in Green River were not satished
with lynching Woodson: they initiated a round of
ethnic cleansing just a month after the nation finished
fighting the First World War to make the world
safe for democracy. Like their Sweetwater County
predecessors, who drove the surviving Chinese
flecing for their lives from Rock Springs in 1885,

3% “Switchman: Shot Another Wounded—Negro Lynciled | Green River Smr, December 18; 1918 L
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Green River whites forced local African Americans
to abandon their homes and possessions and flee for
their lives to Utah.’”

Cryptic front page newspaper headlines and
brief stories from Wyoming, Colorado, and Utah
reveal what happened.® Rumors of race riots were
rampant. The day after the lynching the press
reported that “Tension is noticeable here
Reports that a trainload of negroes is coming here
followed by another train of whites, has increased
apprehension,” “Arrests are pending.”® That evening
whites, fearful of black retribution and with or
without official backing, told the handful of resident
African Americans to leave town by 9:00 p.m. The
black community, aware of the murder and mayhem
that had occurred over and over in southern towns,
panicked and fled without their belongings. The
Casper Daily Tribune headlined, “Negroes Flee
Green River.”® On December 12, two days after the
lynching, the Associated Press reported that “Negro
refugees” arriving in Ogden, Utah, “declared thar all
colored men, women and children had been ordered
to leave . . . following the lynching.” The Green River
mayor denied the report stating that “at no time has
there been the slightest race feeling. The town is
quiet and orderly [even though] all efforts to identify
members of the mob that hanged a negro ... have
been fruitless.”® By December 14, the Cheyenne State
Leader could report of the newly white community of
Green River that “Rumors of Clash Between Whites
and Blacks At Green River Unfounded,” and that
the “Undersheriff of Sweetwater County says order
has been restored rumors which had become
current regarding renewed outbreaks following the
lynching ... were without foundation.”® That same
day the NAACP Welghed in Wlth a letter to Governor
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Houx demanding that “Wyoming take immediate
steps to protect the lives and property of the colored
citizens of Green River and to see that the lynchers
of Edward [sic] Woodson are brought to justice.”®

It is unclear how many people were forced to
leave, or if those who fled abandoned their property
permanently or were able to reoccupy, reclaim, or
sell it. Within a few years blacks again lived in Green
River, though it is unknown if they were the same
people who had been driven out of town after the
lynching. What is clear is that after the Chinese
Massacre, black U.S. Army infantry soldiers had
garrisoned the city to restore peace to the frontier.
But no one protected Sweetwater County’s black
citizens in 1918. 'They could be murdered and driven
from their homes without repercussion and Green
River enjoyed a white Christmas.®

Woodson may have been buried without
ceremony in an unmarked potters field grave
in Green River, though no record can be found
describing what became of his remains. Switchman
Miller’s family and fiancé mourned when his
body arrived home for burial. But they probably
appreciated the Green River whites” response to his
murder, which validated their own values. Whites
around South Greenfield, Missouri, believed that
blacks and whites should not live near each other
and had driven virtually all African Americans out of
southwest Missouri just a few years before. As part of

% Kaufman, “Discrimination,” p: 23, ‘note 56
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that holocaust many blacks, like Joel Woodseon, were
lynched and, according to a local editoz, their names
“added to the list of good Negroes.”® Whites in
Wyoming were familiar with the frontier expression
“the only good Indian is a dead Indian” and easily
comprehended the newsman’s meaning.

Probably during the first half of 1919 another
Wyoming mob lynched yet another black man, this
time with no fanfare, in the coal mining town of
Hudson between Lander and Riverton. An African
American man on a railroad repair crew had been
relaxing in a Main Street saloon with white railroaders
and miners when he decided to climb the well-used
back stairs to the second story brothel next door. He
did not make it. As in other western communities,
black men could visit black prostitutes, but soiled
white doves were off limits. The white crowd grabbed
him and either threw him off the balcony to the
ground or dragged him down and beat him to death
behind the saloon. They hid the remains in a hastily
dug grave just outside the Hudson Cemetery fence.
It was later explained that, “They didnt want to be
using the girls after a black man.”* The town fathers
subsequently asked railroad officials to withdraw all
black workers from the Casper to Lander section of
the line.

The Hudson killing was the last known lynching
in the Equality State. Were the incidents recounted
above the only lynchings of black men in twentieth
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century Wyoming? Probably not. Not every lynching
was a public spectacle. It is unlikely that the story
of every covert example of mob violence has been
discovered. Other secret lynchings, like that in
Hudson, probably occurred and the events described
here are merely the known incidents.

At the birth of Wyoming Territory in 1869,
during the same election which created the first
legislature, which in turn created the women’s
suffrage and racially discriminatory legislation
discussed previously, U.S. Marshall Church Howe
proved himself to be the first and perhaps the last
zealous enforcer of the law for all citizens regardless of
race. When a drunken, threatening, and potentially
violent mob of South Pass City gold miners “eried
to seize the polls and prevent Negroes from voting
[Howe] marched a squad of 15 or 20 colored men
up to the polls,” “on election day ... gun in hand,
(Howe] took Black men to the polls and made way
for them by threatening to shoot any man who got
in the way.”"" A similar riot over black men voting in
Helena, Montana, a short time before left one black
man dead. After Howe, Wyoming officials were less
committed to protecting minorities from mobs or
fulfilling their oaths to uphold the law. And so, white
men in twentieth century Wyoming could join a
lynch mob confident that that their color would
protect them from legal consequences and that
the majority of their neighbors believed they were
performing a service to society.

After the Green River lynching, Torrington
lynch-victim Baseman Taylor’s brother Russel, a
Presbyterian preacher and public school teacher, who
was often refused service in Wyoming restaurants
and hotels while traveling for the church, wrote from
Empire to a Cheyenne newspaper decrying the Jim
Crow rules that governed Wyoming communities
and businesses, and asking that whites live up ro
Wyoming’s nickname of the “equal rights state.”®®
'That call was largely unheeded. Instead, in the wake
of the lynchings during the second and third decades

of statehood, the expression “Equality State” came to
have a more specific meaning in the popular mind.
Once thought by some to signify that all men and
women regardless of creed or color would be equal
before the law, after the lynchings it came to signify
solely that Wyoming women received the right to
vote before women in other parts of the nation. No
one believed any longer that equality extended to
African Americans.

Affronted as only someone who has dedicated
his life to the law could be, one Wyoming attorney
and author commented that, “It seems never to have
occurred to any of these people that the dignity
and majesty of the law in Wyoming might have
been offended” when mobs slaughtered citizen after
citizen.”” The shamed Wyoming legislature in 1919
adopted a Joint Resolution “Deprecating Mob and
Lynch Law in the State of Wyoming” which began,
“Whereas there has been in different localities in the
State of Wyoming in recent years a tendency toward
what is known as mob or lynch law. . . .

No one has suggested that the crimes with which
Martin, Wigfall, Hamilton, and Woodson were
accused were anything but morally reprehensible,
illegal, and deserving of trial and punishment. But
were they guilty? And what of Baseman Taylor or the
anonymous black railroad worker? What were their
crimes? After 1903, in cases wherein white women
were molested or men were murdered by Caucasians
in the well established State of Wyoming, the accused
were charged, tried, and, if found guilty, sentenced.
The critical factor in the lynchings of black men
was race--that a “bad nigger” had the audacity to
threaten or assault Caucasians. In a society intent

2

upon maintaining white supremacy such actions,
even the mere suggestion of such actions, was not
tolerable. Real guilt was of negligible importance
behind sending an unequivocal message to the black
community that they were unwelcome and had
becter behave if they wished to conrinue living here.

In Missouri, just a stone’s throw from switchman

-7 Larson, Hz:rmy of EVyammg, p.72; Cbeyenm_ﬂmder, September 3 1869 Plenrung, “Solving the ]1gsaw Puzzle, p 60
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Edward Miller’s hometown, an extraordinary all-
white jury found a black man not guilty of murder in
1901. The verdict was based not on lack of evidence,
but on the evidence itself. Nevertheless, the infuriared
Jocal editor wrote, “It is just such verdices as this

-which causes mob violence.””® A black man’s guilt or

innocence was irrelevant. If an accusation was made,
many whites wanted a dead nigger. Dominating the
black community was more important than truth.
This was an era, as the editor of the Cheyenne State
Leader described, when the lynching of black men
for allegedly assaulting white women or for other
infractions, real or imagined, was often applauded.
The attitude expressed by the Rock Springs mayor—
that the crime was committed and the punishment
was deserved—was endemic nationwide. Few of
the white majority anywhere burdened themselves
with concerns about due process of law for blacks or
guaranteed protection of rights until proven guilty.
Yet lynching of African Americans nationwide,
which peaked at more than 1,111 during the 1890s,
decreased to 791 during the 1900s, and then declined
further to 622 during the 1910s, the same decade in
which lynching of black men peaked in Wyoming.”
Though not every black man accused of rape,
murder, or assault on a white person was lynched,”
African Americans in Wyoming could not assume
the law or the Constitution would judge or protect
them if they, or even their neighbors, were accused
of a crime. Prudent black men paid heed to the
warnings. Fven wealthy Jim Edwards, “the greatest
Negro cartle rancher in all the West,”” who ranched
north of Lost Springs between Douglas and Lusk,
understood Jim Crow’s power in Wyoming. A few
of his neighbors made no effort to veil their hostility

0 AT Boothe, Pem:e [sic] Cigy. Empzre, in Murray Bishoff, managmg edrt 3

- Missouti,” three part article published Apml 14,15, and 16, 1991
.-7‘ Lynchmg statistics provided: by
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and stated openly of Wyoming that “this country
is no place for a nigger.””* Edwards knew that his
life would likely be immediately forfeit even from
an unsubstantiated accusation of impropriety and he
therefore carefully, perhaps fearfully, avoided white
women in order to preserve his own neck.

Was the handful of lynchings of black men in
Wyoming significant? From African Americans’
perspective, the answer is a resounding yes. The
lynchings demonstrated irtefutably that blacks were
not guaranteed the protections of the law, which the
rest of us take for granted. Though there were very few
incidents in Wyoming, they were sufficient to inspire
deep-scated fear, as was intended. The situation
might be compared to white settlers’ fear of Indian
attack. Only a tiny fraction of whites encountered let
alone were attacked or killed by Native Americans
on the Wyoming frontier, yet even into the 1900s
the fear of Indians was pervasive except in urban
areas. Only a few horrific events are necessary to scar
the collective psyche of whole groups of people and
affect their behavior toward other groups.

From the white perspective, some have claimed
that black lynchings were too few to be important.
Others contend that Wyoming was not perfect, but
the treatment of blacks in the Equality State was
comparable to other western states and better than
in the South. The numbers do not support these
contentions. According to the NAACE, 110 people
were lynched in the Mountain West from 1889 to
1918, of whom 8% were Negroes. Of the people
lynched in the Equality State during this period,
15% were black, which is disturbing since African
Americans made up only about one percent of the
Wyoming population.”
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THIRTY YEARS OF LYNCHING 1889-1918
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Comparisons of lynch rates are even more
troubling. Federal and state agencies have long
measured or compared crime statistics from place to
place in incidents per 100,000 people. The average
black population nationwide from 1910 to 1920 was
10,145,447, about ten percentof the total population.
The national lynch rate from 1910 to 1920 was six
per hundred thousand African Americans (622
divided by 10,145,447 = .00006).7°

The average African American population
in Wyoming from 1910 to 1920 was 1,355 (not
including some nine-hundred Ninth Cavalrymen
stationed temporarily at Fr. D.A. Russell near
Cheyenne in 1910), slightly more than one percent
of the total population. Five lynchings occurred in

"The NAACP com-
piled the numbers
of lynchings in the
country during a
thirty-year period.
Wyoming had 34
between 1889 and
1918. Courtesy the
NAACP.

Wyoming during that time: in Rawlins, Torrington,
Rock Springs, Green River, and Hudson. The
Wyoming lynch rate from 1910 to 1920 was 369 per
hundred thousand African Americans (five divided
by 1,355 = .00369). This is sixty-two times higher
than the national lynch rate.

How does Wyoming compate with infamously
racist states in the deep South during the same
ten year period? Alabama’s lynch rate was five per
100,000. Georgia’s was twelve. Louisiana’s was eight.
The lynch rate in Mississippi was three.

Are the number of Wyoming lynchings and the
populations of whites and blacks in Wyoming too
small to be statistically valid samples—in other words,
is the extraordinary Wyoming lynch rate misleading?
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Perhaps. But why then do federal, state, and Jocal
agencies continue to measure crime and other
demographic trends this way? Even today, because
our numbers continue to be so tiny, authorities use
multipliers to compare Wyoming crime and other
social issues to other parts of the nation. No good
argument can be made for excusing lynching from
this system.”

For the sake of debate, however, an alternative is
to compare the actual number of Wyoming lynchings
to those of other states. Southern states, after all, had
so very many (see Table 1). But that immediately
begs the question, are just a few lynchings excusable?
Should we get away with murder because we lynched
only five black men during that decade while more

populous southern states lynched tens or hundreds?
How does the number of Wyoming lynchings
compare to the number in bordering western states?
Several neighboring states had larger numbers of
blacks and whites than least-populated Wyoming so
they would be expected to have had more lynchings.
Wyoming with its tiny population and unmistakable
pattern of repeated lynchings seems all the more
extraordinary in comparison with neighboring
states where lynchings of whites and blacks were
fewer both in number and frequency. Most regional
western lynch rates of black men from 1910 to 1920
in fact were nil: Nebraska lynched only one African
American, South Dakota: zero, Montana: zero,
Idaho: zero, Utah: zero, and Colorado: zero.

Table 1. African American lynching statistics for select Southern and Western States
from 1910 through 1920, the period of greatest lynching activity in Wyoming.”

Location Number of Average % hlack of Lynch rate Wyoming lynch
lynchings black pop. total 1920 (# [ average rate how many
1910-1920 ~ 1910-1920 state pop. black pop.) times hicher?

Wyoming 5 1,355 0.7% 00369

1.5, Total 622 10,145,447 9.9% .00006 62

Alabama 45 904,467 38% .00005 74

Georgia 144 1,191,676 42% 00012 31

Louisiana 54 707,066 39% .00008 46

Mississippi 56 1,944,671 52% .00003 123

Colorado 0 11,386 1.2% 0 369

Idaho 0 786 0.2% 0 369

Montana 0 1,746 0.3% 0 369

Nebraska 1 10,466 1.0% 000095 39

South Dakota 0 825 0.1% 0 369

Utah 0 1,295 0.3% 0 369

T8 Lynchmg stansncs prowded by the Archwes at Tuskegee Instltute, accessed ]a.nua.ry 50 2008 at http h’wwwgeocmes com/Colosseum."
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Wyoming was bloodthirsty in comparison both
to its western neighbors and to the seemingly lynch-
prone states of the deep South. The rest of the West
was comparatively tolerant. Even the South was
comparatively tolerant. The population of blacks in
Georgia was 879 times higher than the population
of blacks in Wyoming, and they made up nearly half
the entire state population, yet the Wyoming lynch
rate was thirty-one times higher than the Georgia
rate. The Wyoming lynch rate is even more horrific
when compared to other Southern states, as shown
in Table 1. Contrary to the newsman’s prediction,
the number of resident blacks did not determine the
lynch rate. White attitudes were the determining
factor. Wyoming was anomalous. And Wyoming
was guilty.

Why did the Equality State carry the national
trend of nativism to such a deadly extreme during
the 1910s, a time of booming economic growth
and opportunity when a few blacks seeking some of
the many jobs should not have been a threar? The
varied Wyoming economy, based on agriculture,
rransportation, and energy production was stronger
than some neighbors” and offered more opportunities
for employment. Job competition does not provide
an explanation. Origins of the white population
in Wyoming did not differ significantly from sur-
rounding states and do not provide an explanation.
Was the lynching phenomenon somehow
psychologically related to the always-high Wyoming
suicide rate which in modern times is twice the
national average? Is violence against ourselves and
others acceptable in Wyoming?

Most westerners perceive a difference between the
famous episodes of vigilantism in the Montana gold-
fields and Wyoming frontier communities during the
mid to late 1800s, and the later lynchings of blacks
across the nadon. The former has been justified as
a way to bring order to a lawless frontier. Yet the
fundamental purposes were much the same: to kill,
reform, or drive out the “bad element” whether that

(Tucson Umvcrs;ty of Arizona Press, 1997); Davis, Gaadbye ]udge Lyrzcb Chapters 78 8; Stephen."'

L1919 (Boulder Umversmy Press of Colorado __2002) Chapter ¢
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classification was determined by alleged participation
in crime or skin color.”

Blacks in the Equality State were so few in number
that they could be bullied without fear of uprisings,
riots, ot reprisals. Blacks in Wyoming were too few to
play an integral role in the Wyoming economy, unlike
the South which depended upon them as a necessary
source of cheap labor. In Wyoming the situation was
a little different. After the Chinese Massacre whites
in Wyoming knew that a little properly applied
violence could drive whole ethnic communities from
the state— eliminate them all together. Consider
the white miners driving black workers from the
Cambria mines, Jim Edwards’ neighbors’ asseriion
that Wyoming “is no place for a nigger,”® signs
telling blacks not to settle or even pause in many
Wyoming communities, the effort to eliminate every
trace of physical evidence that African Americans
had made the fatal mistake of trying to homestead
along Negro Creek, the Hudson town fathers asking
the railroad to remove all black laborers from the
line, the exodus from Empire to Nebraska, and the
Green River refugees forced to flee in terror to Utah.
White proponents of ethnic cleansing knew also
that due to national attitudes during the 1910s and
1920s the federal government would not send troops
to help the unwelcome minorities return as they had
done for the Chinese in 1885. The motivation for
African American lynchings in Wyoming was not
so much to “teach that nigger a lesson” or govern
behavior and race relations as was the case in the
South. Rather, Wyoming’s extraordinary lynch rate
can be explained by an element in early twentieth
century Wyoming—some members of the lynch
mobs and their supporters—who hoped to drive
African Americans completely out of the state to
create not a white supremacist society, but a white
society, period.

Epilogue: Wyoming’s Lynching Legacy
What is the legacy of Wyoming’s lynch-prone

Leona.rd lym!yzng i C'olomda, I 859—:
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Jim Crow in the Equality State was not limited to blacks. This out-
house was located at Arapaho, Wyoming (not dated). Courtesy the
author.

heritage? Of the Equality State’s contribution to “the
Negro Holocaust?” Many Wyomingites, of whom
some 90% to 97% have always been white, do not
remember witnessing racism in Wyoming, and do
not believe that it existed. But it did, and does. The
ghosts of our forgotten and unacknowledged past
deeds continue to walk among us. White society
and many white individuals rarely relinquished
power willingly. African Americans in Wyoming,
as all across the nation, frequently had to #ake their
equality. Powerful attitudes which had condoned,
even encouraged, lynching, lingered for decades
after the practice fell into disuse. Extreme examples
of prejudice did not end with the apparent close
of Wyoming’s lynching era in 1920. The famous,
highly-publicized civil rights struggles fought in
the South and East during the 1940s, ‘50s and ‘60s
were not isolated events. Whites did not suddenly
step out of every schoolhouse door, proclaim that
Jim Crow was dead, and welcome their colored
neighbors into society. Smaller scale battles were
fought out in virtually every town and hamlet of the
South, and in much of the North and West. "This
included Wyoming. Those battles were fought store

by store, café by café, library by library, hotel by hotel,
swimming pool by swimming pool, in Wyoming as
they were in the rest of the United States. Resistance
to change was sometimes organized.

The Ku Klux Klan is typically associated
with Southern states of the old Confederacy, but
the organization operated in Wyoming too. The
Klan, with an estimated four million members
nationwide in 1925, was called the most powerful
social movement of the decade in terms of numbers
and political influence. Denver, just south of the
Wyoming bordet, was typical in how it succumbed to
Klan rhetoric. This was a dramatic change from the
late nineteenth century when Colorado was called a
most promising destination for blacks. Duting the
early 1920s, Denver's six thousands black residents
were opposed by seventeen thousand Klansmen.
The Denver Klan was so omnipotent that its leaders
abandoned their usual secrecy and were willingly
associated with the organization in news photos and
articles. 'They even requisitioned men and vehicles
from the police department for their own purposes.
And yet no Colorado blacks were lynched during the
1910s.%
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In an effort to make the Equality State racially
pure, KKK chapters were organized in several
Wyoming communities. The Casper chapter was
founded in 1924 by the Imperial Wizard himself.
Cheyenne formed a KKK women’s auxiliary restricted
to “white, female persons ... of American birth.” One
hundred-fifty Klansmen from Riverton, Lander,
Shoshoni, and Hudson initiated new members and
burned “a huge fiery cross” on Griffey Hill (now
Airport Hill) north of Riverton in August 1924.
Hundreds of people in automobiles watched the
spectacle “from a point as near as the hooded sentinels
would permit.”® Torrington Klansmen focused their
attention on Mexicans and Catholics since most
of the local and Empire African Americans had
already abandoned the area. The Klan never became
influential in Wyoming, however. Wyomingites
traditionally have been independent-minded and
disinclined to join any type of outside organization.
Though perhaps sharing Klan philosophies, they
showed little respect for adults hiding behind masks.
Aven Nelson, president of Wyoming’s only four
year university and a prominent figure statewide,
expressed their feelings thus,

Nothing more un-American could be devised than
to entrust the administration of justice to unknown
parties working under the cover of darkness and in
disguise. This opens the way for a reign of terror.”

Nelson accused the Klan of being un-American.
“Americanism,” paradoxically, was the very thing
that organization claimed it wanted to protect.

That was the environment in which a black
man named Church Wood applied for a custodial
position at the Sheridan County Courthouse during
the early 1920s. This work was usually considered
appropriate for black men anywhere in the nation.

B Ca.rdoso,. ‘Nativism m\Wyornmg, pp: 31 32,
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But in this particular hall of justice he was informed
by the county clerk that, “it was useless for a colored
person to make application for the position.” The
black community protested this situation with little
effect.

All across the state businesses posted signs in
their front windows reading, “No Indians, No
Mexicans, No Negroes.” In one remarkable display
of witlessness, a Sheridan shopkeeper asked Marie
Lewis why she never patronized his store. She
pointed to the sign in his window and reminded
him that she was a Mexican and her husband was a
Negro. He responded that the sign did not exclude
her because she was his “friend.” Lewis nevertheless
refused to shop in the store as long as the sign
remained. During the 1930s, Sheridan’s relatively
large black community coordinated a boycott and
demanded that the Chamber of Commerce force
all stores to open to them. With experience gained
in the Church Wood incident, but far in advance
of the bus boycotts and lunch counter sit-ins of the
Southern civil rights movement of the 1950s and
‘60s, they organized nearly the entire local colored
population and wielded sufficient economic leverage
to coerce the business community into compliance
with their demands. In the early 1950s, segregation
resurfaced in Sheridan when the movie theater
forced non-whites to sit upstairs in the balcony, in
“Nigger Heaven.” Anyone who has ever watched the
fitm, 70 Kill A Mockingbird,® will recall the same
type of arrangement in the courthouse where justice
miscarried. Sheridan’s black community complained
to the city, again threatening economic retaliation,
and the theater was forced to allow unrestricted
seating.®

During the 1930s and 1940s, and continuing
even into the 1950s, African Americans were

“Colored People of Sherrdan County,” Sher1dan.
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unwelcome in many Casper businesses. Blacks were
largely segregated to a separate business district called
the Sandbar between downrown and the North Platte
River. Though regarded as a locus of brothels and
saloons, churches, homes, retail sales businesses, and
a few dining establishments were also located there.
During World War II only one Casper restaurant
served black soldiers passing through or stationed at
the air base. Black soldiers relaxed in the “Colored
Men’s Service Center” because they were unwelcome
in other institutions.*”

The black community, which Casper whites
feared, was so small as to be nearly invisible. “There
were no more than a dozen black families in the
town, said some [not] enough blacks for people to
be racist.”® And so some Casperites felt the town
was untouched by racism. The black community
was very aware of racist attitudes and Jim Crow life.
One former Natrona County High School student
recalled walking into a drugstore during the mid-
1940s to get a Coke, but stopped when “his friend,
a black girl, turned to him and said, “They won
serve me.”® In 1947, the sime young man tried 1o
arrange lodging for black athletes on a visiting ball
team, but could not find a single hotel that would
accommodate them.

Effie Mann, an African American woman who
grew up in Casper during the 1930s and graduated
from Natrona County High School in 1941, recalls
being harassed verbally and physically by students
and teachers, including being pushed down concrete
school stairs. After she married, the family moved to
Lander in the catly 1950s, but not everyone greeted
them with open arms. Attitudes had changed since
black soldiers were warmly welcomed six decades
earlier. When the couple purchased a home, neighbors
circulated a petition complaining that adjacent
property values were depressed by the new arrivals

and “white flight” came to the small town west when
one neighbor family put its housc up for sale. Unlike
Southern businesses which directed black patrons to
use the rear doors, at least one Lander businessman
posted a sign in the alley stating, “No niggers served
here.” On Sunday mornings, white church goers got
up and moved to other pews rather than worship
next to a family of black Christians.”

The situation was confused in Sweetwater
County. The city of Rock Springs initiated an annual
“International Day” holiday in 1924. One of the
most religiously and ethnically diverse communities
in Wyoming, the mining and railroad town was home
to people of more than fifty different nationalities
and ethnic groups. The festival was an attempt to
bring people together to celebrate their uniqueness
rather than allow the community to be torn asunder
by differences. The holiday was created in the wake
of mob violence and lynching which some members
of the community feared would continue unless
efforts were made to breed harmony.

A few blacks had returned to Green River by the
late 1940s and early 1950s, but cafes, hotels, and
other businesses there and in Rock Springs displayed
window signs that read “No Colored Trade Solicited”
and refused to accommodate African Americans.
The Green River movie theater, The QOasis, restricted
black patrons to the back two rows of seats. As in
the South, blacks in small town Wyoming began to
make it clear that they would not tolerate Jim Crow
treatment any longer. Some began to choose their
own seats and refused to move when asked. Others
boycotted the theater, prompting the owners to send
their black janitor to offer complementary tickets to
at least one family, hoping to entice them back to the
still-segregated theater. The irate matriarch “told him
in a very few words what to do, and to take them

back.”
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Wyoming’s law permitting racial segregation
of schools remained on the books until 1955. It
was reluctantly repealed after the U.S. Supreme
Court ruled in Brown v. Board of Education that
segregated schools were unconstitutional. "Though
several attempts to segregate Wyoming schools had
occurred over the years, the only “separate but equal”
school was in the almost exclusively black farming
community of Empire during the 1910s. The
teacher was lynch-victim Baseman Taylor’s brother,
the Reverend Russel Taylor, a Presbyterian minister
who held both bachelor’s and master’s degrees,
probably a unique resume among rural Wyoming
school teachers and making him far better educated
than his peers, half of whom did not even hold high
school diplomas. Local whites preferred ignorance to
a black teacher as over-qualified as Taylor and opted
not to send their children “to a school where a nigger
could tell them what to do.”

Wyoming law would not allow discrimination in
the employment of teachers based on sex or religious
belief when the applicants were equally qualified,
but there was no provision against discrimination
based on race. In 1880, thirty-one of the seventy
teachers in Wyoming schools were men and thirty-
nine were women. None was black. By 1910, there
were three black teachers in Wyoming, two of whom
were in Empire. Not hiring black teachers was
often policy. About 1952 a well-qualified and very
experienced black teacher was refused a position
at a rural school near Pinedale because of her race.
This event angered a local Republican legislator and
rancher who preferred her to teach the school his
children attended rather than the less well qualified
Caucasian who got the job.”?

In another example, after graduating from college
in 1949, a twenty-three vear old African American
woman from Cheyenne, Harriet Elizabeth Byrd,
applied for a teaching position in her home town.
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Her family had lived in Wyoming for generations,
ever since her great-grandmother arrived at Fort
D.A. Russell with the family of an army ofhcer for
whom she worked. The State Superintendent of
Schools refused Byrd’s application because whites
did not want black teachers disciplining their
children and thus, Wyoming did not hire “negro”
teachers. In 1959, four years after Wyoming’s school
segregation act was repealed, Byrd tried again. ‘This
time she met first with Governor J. J. Hickey who
told her that “he wast’t aware that they had a policy
not to hire minerities” and so, ten years after her first
application, she finally got the job.*

An ordinary event in a Wyoming restaurant in
1954 led to a significant, if anemic, Wyoming civil
rights law. Two prominent Wyoming politicians, one
a Democrat and the other a Republican, were dining
in the Plains Hotel in downtown Cheyenne when an
African American soldier, apparently a World War II
veteran, proudly wearing the uniform of his country
he was still serving, was removed from the table
and with his wife ordered out of the building. The
infuriated legislators tried unsuccessfully to intercede
with the staft and management. Failing that, they
began to guide a slowly building interest in civil
rights in Wyoming as they worked with a series of
legislatures to pass a law banning discrimination in
many public places. Bars and swimming pools were
excluded. Governor Milward Simpson compared
Wyoming to Southern states when asking the
legislature to approve the bill. After three years of
sometimes contentious debate, the bill finally passed
in 1957, Enforcement was problematic and left up
to the various counties; no record exists of a test case
and de facto segregation continued across the Equality
State. 'Though described as perhaps only a “token
of goodwill” on the part of a few well-intentioned
legislators, this law “deserves at least a footnote in
any study of racial relations in the Equality State.”
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In 1965, the Wyoming Legislature grudgingly
reacted again to federal court and legislative actions.
Of course, federal action resulted from legal and civil
pressure brought to bear by African Americans, nota
new white magnanimity. In the capitol in Cheyenne,
Wyoming’s elected representatives decided that the
anti-miscegenation law passed in 1913 would have
to be rescinded to avoid federal wrath. The whole
nation was watching black demonstrators, U.S.
Marshals, and federal troops enforce the end of Jim
Crow in the South. Nevertheless, the Wyoming
proposition faced die-hard opposition from some
Equality State lawmakers, though whether out of
resistance to federal interference or persistent desire
to prevent mixing of the races is unclear. The vote
to rescind was 51-8 in the House and 21-3 in the
Senate.”

During March 1965, just after the Wyoming
legislature debated terminating the law prohibiting
inter-racjal marriage, a white man who grew up in
Casper joined with other civil rights activists from
across the nation to follow Dr. Martin Luther
King in the famous and horrifying marches from
Selma, Alabama, over the Edmund Pettus Bridge
to Montgomery. Thirty-eight year old Reverend
James Reeb, the father of four small children, was
completely dedicated to the cause of equality for
all. Perhaps he was offended when Effic Mann was
pushed down the school staizs, or when other black
students were treated cruelly by students and teachers,
and wanted to do something abour it. Following a
rally two days after the infamous terror of “Bloody
Sunday,” Reeb was attacked and clubbed to death
by white men in Selma. He was “the first white
Protestant martyr of the Civil Rights movement.”’
'The Executive Director of the NAACP flew to Casper
for the hometown memorial service and called Reeb
a “rwentieth century Good Samaritan.”® Though
his ultimate sacrifice was appreciated, it was also
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“painfully clear that Reeb’s death would awaken the
conscience of more Americans than the [preceding]
murders of Jimmie Lee Jackson™ or other black
men. And indeed, Reeb’s shocking murder helped
catalyze greater white involvement in the Civil
Rights movement during the mid-1960s. Martin
Luther King delivered Reeb’s funeral eulogy at the
national service, and President Lyndon B. Johnson
mentioned Reeb a week later when he introduced
the Voting Rights Act of 1965.

Selma was not the only community troubled by
civil rights debates. Several Casper ministers “were
up in arms. They saw it as a moral issue” and
advocated passage of civil rights laws. Some of their
parishioners were opposed. Controversy raged in
Casper churches and through the community which
was forced by Reeb’s death to confront these issues.
The controversies over Jim Crow and civil rights were
no longer restricted to the South or eastern urban
centers.

Three hundred stunned and grieving people,
black and white in nearly cqual proportions, marched
through Casper from the courthouse to Natrona
County High School for the hometown memorial
in what was called Casper’s first civil rights march.
Many of the hundreds who watched from curbside
wept. Others cursed. One woman queried, “Why
did he go down there? He had no business getting
involved.”"" Before leaving for the South, Reeb
told his wife that “he couldn’t just stay home and
do nothing.”' Reeb’s local eulogizers, prominent
politicians and professionals who had counted
him among their close friends, recounted evidence
of racism they had witnessed while growing up in
1940s Casper. They concluded that “Casper didn’t
seem so far from Selma” and that “Reeb died trying
to change that.”'® Frank Bowron, a Casper attorney
and classmate of Reeb’s said,
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Jim Reeb was taught, right here in Casper, Wyoming,
that his going to Selma was the right thing, the
decent thing, the Chrisdan thing to do. It is because
we helped shape his tragic destiny that Casper,
Wyoming, must share the shame of Selma, Alabama .

.. Today, all America is standing trial for the murder
of James Reeb. If we fail James Reeb, may God have

mercy on our souls,'™

Four years later, in the autumn of 1969, race and
religion were at the forefront again. Black football
players were kicked off the University of Wyoming
team for wanting to wear black armbands to protest
Mormon Church racial policies during a game with
Brigham Young University. They also intended to
demonstrate support for and unity with other civil
rights campaigners around the nation. According to
U.W. President William Carlson, football was more
important than civil rights. This incident caused a
statewide furor, but was generally supported and not
reversed. After the “Black Fourteen” incident when
Episcopal Bishop Thornberry retired in 1976 he said,
“The affair concerning the black athletes revealed
deep racial prejudices in many places in Wyoming
where it was unsuspected. People were as much
incensed because they were black as they were because
they broke discipline ... the people in Wyoming
have as far to go as any people in eliminating their
racial prejudice.”’® His defense of the athletes had

divided his church, much as happened in the Casper

churches ten years earlier.

During the 1980s and 1990s, Wyoming
legislators and voters debated whether the Equality
State should let the federal government “boss us
around” and establish a Martin Luther King, Jr.
holiday. Though most Wyoming voters supported
Ronald Reagan’s presidency, many were less than
pleased when, in 1983, he signed a bill creating a
federal Martin Luther King, Jr. holiday on the third

Monday of every January. A common explanation
was, “Wyomingites want to work, not add another
federally mandated holiday to the calendar” In
addition to the state’s rights perspective (shades of
the antebellum South), many people thought that
King and the Civil Rights movement were irrelevant
to Wyoming history, believing that few blacks lived
here and those who did were treated well. Dick
Wallis, a state legislator from Campbell County, for
example, stated that discrimination against blacks in
Wyoming “isn’t too bad.”* Some believed, like other
whites across the nation, that King was a subversive
trouble-maker whose life should not be celebrated.
A Cheyenne schoolteacher editorialized, “All this
to honor a man who is [sic] a seditionist, hypocrite,
apostate [and] borderline anarchist.”"”” After nine
years of acrimonious debate, a sort of compromise
was reached and Wyoming calendars now mark
“Equality Day” on the third Monday in January.'®
In the popular mind thercisabeliefthateverybody
had it good in good ol Wyoming and that ours is
a happy history. Darker aspects of our collective
heritage—including black faces and black agony, the
limp arms, bulging eyes, and twisted lips of lynch
victims—have been whitewashed away, leaving a soft-
focus, nostalgic view of a past consisting of singing
cowboys, bucking broncs, and voting women. The
assertion has been made that black lynchings were
not incidents of racial discrimination, arguing that
in Wyoming we lynched anybody, including women.
And there may be some truth to that allegation for in
fact, in the words of Reagan Joy Kaufman based only
on the simple number ( not the rate) of mob killings
of both whites and blacks, “Wyoming ‘out-lynched’
all of the other western states,” and despite our tiniest
population ranked fifteenth of forty-four states in the
nation.!® Tn 1989, an irate letter to the editor of the
Casper Star Tribune discussing lynching stated that,
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“Pioneer families treated blacks just like everybody
else. The charges of discrimination against Negroes
in Wyoming history . . . are irresponsible.”'!? Any
statistical evaluation of our lynching history makes
that statement delusional.

Early in the new millennium, the “World Church
of the Creator,” a white supremacist organization,
moved its national headquarters to Riverton,
attracted by Wyoming’s lack of hate-crime legislation
and what they perceived as our right wing political
orientation. The church’s objective was “the survival,
preservation and expansion of the white race” and,
ultimately, an exclusively Caucasian society devoid
of “mud people” as they termed Indians, blacks, and
others of color. The church was greeted with greater
resistance than the KKK met upon its venture into
Wyoming during the 1920s. Most locals supported
the church’s First Amendment rights, but not the
church’s history of violent acts. One Lander man
said, “We do not have a right to go and lynch them
— we just don’t. But we do have a right to perhaps
make them a little less comfortable.”'"! Huge protest
rallies and marches against the church brought a rare
sense of unity to the multi-culeural Wind River basin
community and the organization soon returned to
the Midwest.

According to the New York Times, during 2005
when the U.S. Senate debated apologizing to African
Americans for failing to pass an anti-lynching law

3

despite many requests from the NAACP and other
organizations throughout much of the twentieth
century, the Wyoming delegation was among a tiny
minority of only eight senators, including Trent
Lott, who chose not to sponsor the bill.""? After
the bill passed by voice vote, Senator Enzi said that
while he chose not to co-sponsor he had supported
it, explaining that if he had objected the bill would
have failed. Other Wyomingites supported the view
that we should forget all that old stuff, put it behind
us, and focus on the future. That is an casy attitude
for members of the dominant white society. It is
not one that we are inclined to accept from Japan,
which is criticized by many for its ongoing refusal o
apologize for its role in World War II.

More recenty, when Senator Craig Thomas
visited Lander in September 2006, he spoke tw a
mixed Native American and white group which
asked him about the National Association for the
Advancement of Coloted People (INAACP) and their
activities nationwide and on the Wind River Indian
Reservation. The topic was newsworthy because the
Fastern Shoshone Tribe had recently joined that
organization, a move which perplexed many white
people. Thomas was unfamiliar with the NAACP’s
history or activities. The editor of the Lander Journal
wrote, “Discrimination comes in many forms, burt

certainly the most prevalent is ignorance. When we
don’t know, we don't have to do anything.”'"?
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In October 2005, five members of the Eastern
Shoshone and Northern Arapaho Tribes from the
Wind River Reservation filed a federal lawsuit
against Fremont County in a case that sounds like
something from the 1960s South. The plaintiffs
claimed that county election procedures violate the
Fourteenth and Fifteenth amendments and Section 2
of the Voting Rights Act of 1965. President Johnson
had cited Wyoming’s own civil-rights martyr, James
Reeb, when he introduced the act to Congress. The
suit remains undecided.*

Wyoming history cannotbe separated from issues
of race, whether with regard to white relations with
blacks, Hispanics, Asians, or Native Americans. But

are racial issues relevant in Wyoming today—is there
room for improvement in race relations? Things are
fine if you ask most white folks. But step across the
color line and a different answer often awaits. Do
hopes that people of color could be removed from
Wyoming communities, the attitudes that resulted
in lynchings, linger? In affluent, supposedly liberal,
socially-conscious Jackson Hole, the worst insult
that fans of Jackson High Schooel basketball could
scream at the Arapaho and Shoshone athletes on the
Lander girls basketball team recently was, “Go home
you prairie niggers!” Afterwards, teenaged children
cried during the long bus ride home.
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South Pass City State Historic Site and as director of the Pioneer Musewm in Lander, Wyoming, Todd bas written
many articles, including “Could these bones be from a Negro?” in The Ovetland Journal, “Cucretia Matchbanks: A
Black Woman in the Black Hills” in South Dakota History, “The Empire Builders: An African American Odyssey
in Nebraska and Wyoming” in Nebraska History Magazine, and “Yall Call Me Nigger Jim Now, But Someday
You'll Call Me My. James Edwards” in Annals of Wyoming.
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