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The personal exverience of Charles B. Vegus and the writer during the infamous
otockmen s Inva51on" of Johnson County, Jyoming, in April, 1892.
PART FIHST B

INTRODUCTORY REMARKS

- In the month of April, in the "Year of Grace,™" 1892, there was great excite- o :

ment among the small ranchers and their sympathizers living in Johnson, Converse

" and Natrona counties, Wyoming.

7 Land in the Eastern, Northern, Southern, and real Western States had been for

many years;\practically all taken by settler and homesteader. About all that was

left was in the so-called "Mountain States." These contained practically all that

remained of the once great homestead territory that, for many generations, had beck—‘}}J

oned and allnred the land-loving and home-seeklnv oeople of the world.

To the Unlted States, newest and freest of the great world nations, had flocked

the land-lov1ng sons and daughters of England, Ireland, Scotland, Demmark, Norway, =~ -

Sweden and North Germany. Here, now flocking by hundreds, thousands and hundreds of ;t'

thousands to secure the land so necessary for their livelihood, these descendants

of the progressive Aryan tribes that had, ages ago, descended from their Asian high-

lapds to sweepy with a steady conqueror's stride across Europe's fertile plains

and valleys. Settling first in the Atlantic coast states in afew brief generatlons ﬁil'

they had pooulated the "border suates" and now, from New York, Vermont, Massachu-
setts, Pennsylvania, Virginia, The Carolinas and elsewhere, in adjoining homelands,
they turned their longing and land hungry eyes westward. Westward, ever westward

they pushed; they and their descendants. Kentucky, the "Dark and Bloody Ground,"

was taken and became, forever, their home; then, gensration after gene atlon, west—

ward, still westward, they pushed their way. Ohio and Illinois beckoned them*'

,.Iowa and Missouri caught, and held, their far flung cohorts until cohorts became




—

they eettled Kansas, Nebraska and Arkansas became thelrs, Texas saw the llght of

. "desert" began to bloom and flourlsh almost like-unto the valley of the an01ent

» . Nllec
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leglons and 1eglons, multluuded. Then onward, ‘wave: after nave, alnost without paus— ff

1ng, they swept north, sonth and TTest in Wisoon51n, in Mlnnesota and the Dakotas

On, through and across the oarren western deserts and mountalns, they'pressed

Tt e

‘ ano hurrled Callfornla uurned from a “Land of Gold" to a land of farns and orchards.:r

Oregon and'Washlngton echoed and re-echoed to thelr tread.. Utah as bare and dlsmal

g looks as the erstwhlle "Promlsed Land" of the (self named) "Ghosen People," became; ?

thanks to the genius and stat smanshlp of Brlgham Young and hls devoted followers,
La land Justly entltled to the descrlotlon' '"Flow1ng w1th mllk and honey." In thls Ly
trlumphal march of c1v1llzatlon when generatlons must be reckoned as days 1n the iy

world's,hlstory soon nauzht remained but the dreary wastes entltled the "Amerlcan

Desert" and the rugged and seenlngly 1nhosoltable fastnesses of the dark and gloom

mountains. These, pascsed over by the hordes hastenlng westward, gold bound for

Callfornla, were allowed to remain, for another generatlon, practloally as shaped
and’ formed by'Mother Nature.
Thns, time went on. Year followed year, Now, here and there, fertlle spots,

oases, in thls vast desert countrv began to bloom and flourlsh These soots, "edeemeddf

%

by the fertile and llfe-v1v1ng waters of sorlng, stream and lake, becan to attract
attention and now, in the later “s1xt1es" and early “seventles," Colorado, and other
tlons less oromlnent were seen to offer 1nducements to this horde of honeseexers.
Here the program changed Wormerly, the Aome-seeker must clear off the vast ‘

forests, or dig and drain bog or morass Now he worked on a dlfferent plan. Great -

reservoirs were bullt dltches survejed and the barren country formerly coun ted




171 under careful_lrrlgatlon, outjlelded two, three and sometlmes ten, where nature -

i unto the storled rose.-
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Seed properly plan ed and cared for, 1nc ased an hundred fold. One acre,

: and her too orodlgal, or too nlgcardly, ralnfall was to be depended upon alone. g

Thus, began and soread the great system of 1rr1gatlon farmlng and from thls'*;ﬁé

B start in a few short years, results were attalned that Dlaced and has kept our 1“¥Lfih

1rr10ated lands in the 1ead of the world's crop oroducers. Homes were bullt orchards :

R S

. nlanted and year by year, the desert was reclalmed and made to bloom more and more llke-

Whlle thls work was goxng on in Colorado, Utah, parts of Calltornla and other,‘

states, thls vast mountalnous country ranglng fron west Texas to the Canadlan llne',;j;

Bt

had all been ore-empt’ed (1f we may so use tne word) by the Vast and.rapldly 1ncreas—v$

5 1ng cat+1e herds. '5'.f r_ﬁ' G _—""l ' v~4j5;

The bullolng of rallroads brought the market w1th1n easy reach and this fac1l—v; f
1tv was eaoerlj'selzed upon by the watchful and alert "Cattle Barons." The close |
of the great c1v1l war‘wltnessed a steady northern progress. It had been found
that cattle could winter in sheltered places in the mountains and in groves and
breaks along streams in the bottom lands, without hay and exnen51ve feeds. To be‘
sure, some were lost and some starved in the great bllzzards that sweot the country.

Many more were kllled by'wolves and oth r wild anlmals; still, as there was so 1lit lef

S—

expense attached to the trade it constantly grew and flourished. Snows fell and weref
blown away, the constant winds swept clear hlll-ton and slope while the sage-brush,
grease-wood, buch brush and willows keot llfe and strength within tne flourlshlng
herds the few davys (seldom nore than three or four) it remained qulet.

. Thus, the early "elghtles" found all that vast slope of country hitherto claased

“desert " claimed and pre-emntled by progre551ve ca*tlemen.




f;were "glven 1n“ by fractlons.
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The flrst man 1nto a country clalmed by recognlzed "squatter s rlghts," the

>'lland necessary to sunoort hlS vast and grow1ng herds. Along the streams and where' "

:great sorlnas gushed out usually made sure of oy'nomestead flllngs, wers e*ected

‘the rdch house, bunk house, outer-bulldlngs and corrals. AThere were no fences._ :f

j}""E'vervthlng was "ooen? In storm, the cattle drifted before the vale‘ at its close, g

_the homlnv 1nst1nct stronﬂly developed they turned about and headed homeward

TED T ST

rThere was no rent to pay, the grazlng ground belonced to Uncle San. Taxes were

’small, the land proven up on" was llch tly assessed, and the cattle and horses

Thus, for years the cattlemen held the plains and mountains. Year'ly'the1 grew e

more and more secure in thEIP powel untll, graduallj, there developed a sort of

TMCattle Arlstocracy. A1l the lands were taken. No new man could secure a foot-

- hold. Shouléd an old-timer desire to sell, well and good. Should a stranger attemnt -

to open a new ré@h,wwithoutvnurchase of grazing rights, trouble followed..’Backed

'hy his numerous cowboys, faithful and loyal to their salt, and secure in the knowl-
edge that the law, such as tha country boasted, was "cattle law" the newcomer was
ordered to leave. If he went, well and good; if not his herds were scattered and
confiscated and if he still per51sted in remaining, usually death resulted. It

was easy to pick a:quarrel. The klllerflt was not considered murder) would be cleaned

by a coroner's jury, picked by cattlemen through their loyal servants, Judce, sheriff,

coroner, etc. This was the condl tion throuchoun thls vast western terrltorv untll
the deposing of the Cattle Baron and the crowning of the homesteader and small rancher.'
| Many things contrlbuted to this downfall but chief among them were the land
.1aws passed at Washlngton. The homestead law, one of tne greatest and wisest pieces ~ij
of leglslatlon passed during the nineteenthvcentury, allowed. possession of.a duarter ,AT'

sectlon of land, thls by merely living on.and working same for flve yeal-.
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;By the pre-emﬁtlon lawfhe was allowed another quarter section. Thls he could squat

on and oay for at the government prlce of 31.25 ner acre (out51de of rallroad llmlts);

'The timber claim’ allowed another quarter sectwon although but one of these nonld be

flled on in a 51ngle sectlon. By growlng a certaln number” of trees thls could be e

Nmade one's own. In the west the tlmoer clalm rlvht was rarely used further east

'1n Kansas and Nebraska, 1t was more popular.'

~A11 these laws helped some, but when, later, the pre—emotlon and ulmber clalms

were cancelled and a full section allowed by the desert act thls, in connectlon w1th '

' the homestead of one quarter sectlon allowwng a real foot-hold, everywhere through-

out the cattle country, trouble started.

In the strenuous years that followed ‘there was, beyond all doubt rlgnt and

?‘hwrong on each Slde.‘ Whlle'our sympathy is, and always has been, with the small ::

rancher and homemaker there is still plenty to say for the large cattleman. In

the first place, he had already obtained a foot-hold. He had worked for years,

hgetting his range, his home buildings and his outla&inq sheltersband corrals.r He =
had watched the range, kept it from being over-stocked kllllng at times the buffalo_
byvthe thousands in order to do so. He had guarded it ‘and hls vast herds agalnst -
prowling cattle tnlef and Indian narauder. Ly was his for all 1ntents and purposes-

and his title was as good, <An his eyes, as that of any of the lords who followed

— ST

William to England, or the conquerors, Cortez and Pizarro, to Mexico and Peru.

He had found and taken it, ownerless, from the prowling Indian and roving hunter,
_and,rignoring the gorernment's dormant claim, had made of it a worthwhile.proposi—
tion. His entire fortune was risked therein and it represented, in most cases,

his 1ife work. These, and many other arguments were his. The small ranohes; taken,
were fenced; this keot his cattle from grass and water, Also, from passlng freely

from pasture to pasture, or rather, in that early day, from range to range. The

land, he honestly believed (in many cases, at least he honestly believed so) to.. ;;[f‘:'
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be worthless for agrlculture and useless for anythlng but stock grow1ng. 'It was,v

‘purely and 51moly,ra stock country._ By dr1v1ng away these fOOllSh set lers, he

S was but safe-cuardlng hlS own custom—acqulred rlghts whlle at the same tlne reallj

i beneflttlnc the settler, who, 1n a year or at most a few years, must 1og1cally,

starve out and lose everythln Therefore, to keep him away in the beglnnlng was s

e really to beneflt both- the stockman by preserv1no hlS hard won r1ghts~ and the ,Ll'

Ay P> SR I T S

settler, by'sav1ng hlm loss of a year, or years, of work, and life thrown away.

So much for hls 51de.

: The small rancher, or homesteader, as are most all true Nordlc oeoples, was
ia home-lover and a land lover. de Pelt and knew, that he could build for h1m and -

hls a real hone 1n thls 1nhoso1table w1ldernesse He had w1tnessed in olorado,jif;;f;;

;F*-Utah and elsewhere, the henef1c1al effects of water when used for irrigation ourposes

Srand he further knew,_from exveriments at old Fort Laramle and elsewhere, that grain

: and vecetaoles coulc be grown successful ly by irrigation. Here, he would bulld‘his

‘home on land which was a free vlft from his government. Here, he could grow his

grain and vegetables. Here, his horses, cows and chickens would insure him a llv1n9

: and time would make hls holdlngs valuable. As to his rights, to his homestead and |
desert clalms? There was no questlon.. This was all government land and the govern-
hmentvwanted settlers. Had 1t not offered in addltlon to his quarter section home-
stead an extra section as desert cla1m7 This merely for waterlné\certain portions 7

lrand puttlng it under cultlvatlon. As to the cattleman's prioriclaims? He recognized‘
none; He, the cattleman, had driven off the Indlans (this was accomollshed with

the a1d of outside help, the cattleman could never have done the thing alone), had

held the land, government land for years without oaving taxes or rent. He had no

real clainm and should be satlsfled well satlsfled w1th hls long free-tlme posse551on.'

_Many more arguments he could brlng in, but these, in brief, set forth tne clalms
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"adduced by eacn side of tne controversy. The cow-man had back 01 him years of cus-“_;;,

vﬁitoq.l The hgmesteader was. backed bv the 1aw. The law was enforced or suoposed to ._s_“

“be enforced, by men elected by, “and ] 1n svaathy w1th the stockmen. The nomlng

. struggle would be a strugcle of the glants. The small rancher and homesteader must

L ey

';eventually win but, by workldg thlnas rlght from his o01nt of v1ew, the stockman

.. might hold his own for years to come and every year meant so much addltlonal nroflt."'

_ Right or wrbnv he would hold on to hlS posse551ons so long as possible.

Trouble soon started Small ranchers, nomesteaders and desert clalmers, always =

when DOSvlble alona streams and aoout great sprlncs, were taklng clalms allowed oy

the government., Too late, the averace cow-man saw his great mlatake. Secure in

»possesSioﬁ, most of them had nevlected the matter and aside from the home arouhds "AL

~ and bu1ld1ngs, qad falled ‘to secure other fitle than that given them by their "Squaterf

ter s rlchts, Now land and water were being taken away from them, fences were belng
erected and the streams and springs shut off from their herds, With the loss of
stream and spring went, naturally, the most valuable of the graziﬁg land. Disaster
literally stared the stockmen in the face.

Some of the brighter of the cattlemen, wiser and more far seeing, had "looking ;
into the future" foreseen this‘very'thiﬂg. They had had relatives and employees ‘
file on such lands-and after they had proved up, had bought them out and acquired

—

title. They were more fortunately situated, so far as stock water was concerned,

but under the irrigation laws of the state, the settlers were allowed ro use the

unaporopriated waters for the developﬂent of their lands and this was used by them

on ladds adjacent to soring, stream and river. The stockmen vwho had obtained title

to the lands about stream and spring, although in violation of the spirit of the

law, held their titles to such lands but few had thoucht of the irrisation questlon.

Now, too late, they realized their mistake. Streams and springs, when filed on,
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.wero fanced. If such were held by thv cattlemen, adjoining lands were filed on,

- fenced andwplaced under 1rr10atlon._ Thus, in a few brlef years, practlcally a’l
\

'5itbe great honlncs ware alsfﬁcurad (1n the stockman's nye) by oulldlnos, 1rr1gatlon

v* d1tches and cultlvated flers. i}

”TFromvthe start, the gréat outfits Had exer c1sﬁd what they were Dlaased to call

Ly s

" M3 restraining hand.“_ The cow:o; was, and is, “lajal to his salu ' "Even today; B

;ghouldbit;cgme to a questlon of "law" br'butf t," law would scarcely get a "lobk _ T;

in'" In hese wild, lawless days of which we are writing, it was even more so.

Fram tha start a system of ha“a351ng beg an: ditches were broken and’destroyed,

fenc°s were cut and torn down and great herds allowed (generally driven in) to eat
and tread Out-the homesteader's crops. Horsss were crippled or run out of the country, '

fii“f“ffbattle'stampeded and driven away from home. These were seldom found but when “ecovered

3 recovered, they usnallf bore the brand of some of the big outfits.

Thus, things went from bad to worse. Occasionally, the homesteadersrwéﬁld sight
his enemies ak work., When this harpsned, usually (normally the small ralchér Wwas
a fearless leldLal) shootlnc started. Now and then a rancher was shot up and
cripplad; now and then a cowboy, at times, béth, yet in srcite of this reign of
terror" slowly bﬁt sureiy, the home-seeking tide'set in. Yeaf after4yeaf the settlers“
became more and more -numsrous. Small towns‘were founded: Buffalp, Douglés, Casper |

~— — "

and others and the reign of terror seemincly, was nearing its end.

During all these years were, of course, wrongs on ooth sides, Many of the
small ranchers, fécing ooveréy and.starvatlon, brought through loss of héfses, cattls
and cfops; retaliated in klnd. Calves were "rustled," cows and steers butchered
and the meat sold and, t y thus llVlﬂg OIf ‘the "eneﬂy many a grim man éndideter-
mined woman stayed on. They were but "vnttln~ back tnewr own." Their horses had
been run off, their cattle stolen, their crops_destroyéd'and,their,building$ burn;d;

They were but evening up matters. Thus, and in this manner, time passes until the ff.

sumner Of 1ﬂ89. - s L : P 4 . :
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