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néss on earth may hiave been hell,” Dennis Shepard (with wife Judy) said of his son (belaw, in 1995). 3

gath In
Wyoming

In the first snow of autumn, family and friends mourn
Matthew Shepard—young, gay and brutally murdered
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{82 t was not the sort of funeral peo-

7 ple are accustomed to in the
2 prairie town of Casper, Wyo., or,
1 for that matter, anywhere else.
%2 Some 400 mourners overflowed
the pews of St. Mark’s Episcopal
Church, while 500 more listened on
speakers in adjoining rooms and in a
Presbyterian church next door, and
uncounted others tuned in on the ra-
dio. And then there were the protest-
ers—more than a dozen flew in from
Kansas and Texas—standing outside
in the season’s first snowfall, one
holding a hand-scrawled placard
reading God Hates Fags.

Judy and Dennis Shepard had
appealed publicly for a “peaceful,

dignified” service for their son
Matthew, 21, a slight, 5'2"' college
student who had met his grisly fate,
police say, at the hands of two young
men who brutally beat him, tied him
to a fence and left him for dead, at
least in part because he happened to
be gay. By the time of his Oct. 16 fu-
neral, Matthew had become some-
thing more than his parents’ son, a
martyr whose slaying served as a
brutal reminder of the human capac-
ity for hatred and violence. “For a
small person, Matt had great per-
sonal presence,” his cousin’s wife,
Anne Kirch, a Poughkeepsie, N.Y.,
Episcopal priest, told the congrega-

tion of the 115-lb. Shepard. “He

struggled to fit into a world that is
not always kind to gentle spirits.”

Certainly it wasn’t kind to him.
Late on Tuesday evening, Oct. 6, he
had stopped at a Laramie bar called
the Fireside Lounge, near the Univer-
sity of Wyoming, where he had just
begun his freshman year, Having
failed to enlist some schoolmates to
join him, he found himself in conver-
sation with Russell Henderson and
Aaron McKinney, both 21 and high
school dropouts, who were sharing a
pitcher of beer. After Shepard con-
fided that he was gay, police say, the
two men lured him outside and into
McKinney’s father’s truck.

Then things turned ugly. Police
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Henderson’s girifriend, Chasity Pasley,
was a University of Wyoming art major.

say Shepard was beaten with the
butt of a .337 Magnum pistol as
they drove to a remote bluff east of
town, where thev tied Shepard to a
buck fence and, as he pleaded for his
life, bludgeoned him, stole his wallet
and black patent-leather shoes and
left him for dead. Some 18 hours
later, UW freshman Aaron Kreifels
took a spill on his mountain bike
outside of town. Standing up, he saw
what he thought was a scarecrow
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McKinney’s girifriend, Kristen Price,
sald the beating “just got out of hand.”

hanging on a fence—until he noticed
the human hair. “I realized, ‘Oh, my
God, it's a person!’ " recalls Kreifels.
Hospitalized in Fort Collins, Colo.,
Shepard died five days later from his
head injuries.

The older son of oil-company em-
ployee Dennis Shepard and his wife,

Judy, Matthew, born prematurely,

had always been small for his age.
But at age 3, growing up in Casper,
he found conAdence while acting in
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community theater. “He was much
older than he looked, so that gave
him depth,” says Brenda Simpson,
46, who led a local theater program.
And he had an infectious enthusi-
asm. “He was so bubbly,” says Leo
Sanchez, 63, who taught Shepard
history in junior high. “He literally
used to bounce down the hallway.”

Matthew had just completed his
sophomore year in high school
when his parents relocated to Saudi
Arabia, where his father worked as
an oil-rig inspector, and enrolled
him at a boarding school in Lugano,
Switzerland. It was there, newly in-
dependent, that he began coming to
terms with his homosexuality,
friends say. After stays at North
Carolina’s Catawba College and
Casper College in Wyoming, he
moved in the spring of 1997 to Den-
ver, where he worked sclling vita-
mins by telephone. “He was always
looking for a place to kind of set his
roots,” says his friend Romaine Pat-
terson, 20, who works in a Denver
coffee shop. “He wanted a place to
call home.”

Ultimately, that impulse brought



Bartender Matt
Galloway says
Henderson and
McKinney weren’t
drunk when they
left the Fireside.

him back in June to his home state,
where he enrolled for the fall semester
at his father’s alma mater, the Univer-
sity of Wyoming, He was majoring in
political science, and friends say he
hoped to pursue a public service ca-
reer, perhaps working for human
rights causes. In Laramie, Shepard

Police say the suspects also clashed w

also found acceptance in a group
called the Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and
Transgendering Association, whose
meeting he attended on Oct. 6, the
last night of his life. After a session to
plan for Gay Awareness Weck—just
five days away—he went to dinner
with four women from the group, but
couldn’t persuade anyone to join him
for a beer. “We were all so tired and
didn’t want to go for drinks on a
school night,” says Meesha Feni-
more, 18, the group’s secretary.

Bartender Matt Galloway remem-
bers Shepard arriving around 10:30
that night and ordering a Heineken.
“He was definitely a shy kid,” says
Galloway, 23, a UW senior, who re-
calls seeing Shepard at the bar on
several earlier occasions. “He was
just here to have a beer and kick
back.” Around midnight, Henderson
and McKinney stepped to the bar
and asked for a pitcher of beer, then
ponied together the $5.50, mostly in
dimes.

It remains a mystery, particularly
to his friends, why the neatly dressed
Shepard would have hooked up with
the two men, whom Galloway de-
scribed as looking “grungy.” Per-
haps it was just youthful naiveté.
Says Romaine Parterson: “He went
to meet anyone thinking, “Thisis a

good person. This is someone worth ~
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meeting.
At one time, that optimistic de-
scription might have fit Russell Hen-
derson, a former Eagle Scout who
had once been an honor roll student
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Will the horror
bring healing?

“People are more cordial” since the death
of James Byrd (above), says his sister.

For those who hope widespread re-
vulsion over the brutal killing in
Laramie will contribute to a wither-
ing of the hatred that inspired it, the
experience of Jasper, Texas, offers
mixed portents, Five months after a
49-year-old black man, James Byrd
Jr., was dragged to his death behind
a pickup truck, allegedly by three
white assailants (who face trial in
January), there are signs of progress
in Jasper. City officials have set up a
blue-ribbon commission to improve
race relations, and a park is being
built in Byrd’s honor. Nearly every-
body in Jasper agrees that since the
artack, blacks and whites have tried
harder to treat one another as
neighbors. “I think this town is
coming together and trying to
heal,” says Byrd’s sister Betty Boat-
ner, 44. “The people have been
really wonderful. When they see
you, they hug vour neck and say,
‘God bless you.”™

Black residents say they have a
newfound regard for Sheriff Billy
Rowles and his department, who
are praised for their aggressive in-
vestigation and quick arrests after
Byrd’s murder. At least some
African-Americans, though, feel
that while many people of good
will are making an effort, the
chasm between blacks and whites
has yet to be bridged. “You work
and you go home to your own lit-
tle world,” says one black woman
who insists on anonymity. “People
say there’s no problem here. But
it’s a lie.”
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On Oct. 19 in New York City, 4,000 demon-
strators decried antigay brutality.

at Laramie Junior High. But his par-
ents split up when he was young; he
dropped out of high school and took
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to working as a gas station attendant *

and roofer. Known as polite and
considerate, Henderson frequently
pitched in to help his grandmother,
who runs a home daycare center.
“Russell’s about the most American
kid you can get,” says Carson Aa-
nenson, who rented a trailer home to
Henderson and his girlfriend, Cha-
sity Pasley, 20. “He's a pizza-eating,
beer-drinking, fishing, hunting,
work-on-your-car type of kid—just
regular.”

On the night of Oct. 6, Hender-
son was in the company of McKin-
nev, a 3'7" high school dropout
known around Laramie for his vi-
cious temper and bigoted attitudes.
“Aaron kind of had a Napoleon syn-
drome,” savs an acquaintance,
Shawna Helling, 18. “He had to be a
little big man.” McKinney had re-
portedly also been troubled by the
1993 death of his mother, Denise
Timothy, from an infection she con-
tracted after an operation. In 1995
his steptather received a wrongful
death settlement and nearly
$100.000 of the money went to
McKinney. Yet he apparently squan-
dered the money on partying and a
Mustang with a cutting-edge sound
system. " During the day, he'd sleep,
get high, read hor-rod magazines
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“‘Matt always wanted
people to take care
of each other,” said
one mourner at the
Casper funeral.

and listen to rap,” says Gabe Mar-
tinez, 21, who hung out with him
in 1995. McKinney had been in
trouble with the law more than a
dozen times, mostly for minor of-
fenses. Last December he burglar-
ized a Kentucky Fried Chicken,
stealing $2,500. Authorities caught
up with him last spring in Pensacola,
Fla., where he was living with girl-
friend Kristen Price, 18, who in May
gave birth to the couple’s son
Cameron. (Sentencing is still pend-
ing.) “Aaron had anger in him,” savs
Martinez, a musician. “And once he
gets mad and gets started, there’s no
stopping him.”

Still, it remains a mystery whar
might have moved McKinney to the
kind of violence that killed Martthew

Shepard. Kristen Price told The Den-
ver Post that McKinney claimed
Shepard had “pushed himself onto”
McKinney, embarrassing him in
front of his friends. Eyewitness Gal-
loway, however, says, “I refute 100
percent that Shepard approached
them.” To teach him a lesson, Price
said, McKinney and Henderson told
Shepard they were gay and lured
him into the truck. “It wasn't meant
to be a hate crime,” she said. “They
just wanted to rob him.” Yet once
their blood was up, they didn’t stop.
After disposing of Shepard, they re-
turned to town around 1 a.m. and
reportedly picked a fight with two
Hispanic teenagers, one of whom
was hospitalized after McKinney al-
legedly hit him on the head with a



pistol butt. When McKinney finally
came home, Price rold ABC’s 20/20,
“He just came in and hugged me and
said, ‘I’ve done something horrible.
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just deserve to die.
He may vet. Police have charged
McKinney and Henderson with first-
degree murder, which in Wyoming
can carry the death penalty. Their
girlfriends, Pasley and Price—who
allegedly hid Henderson’s bloody
clothes and failed to report the
crime—are charged as accessories to
murder after the fact, which is pun-
ishable by up to three years in
prison. County court Judge Robert
Castor has imposed a gag order for-
bidding their lawyers and the prose-
cution from talking about the case.
The sheer brutality of the crime

sent shock waves across America,
prompting President Clinton to decry
Shepard’s attackers as “full of hatred
or full of fear or both,” and igniting
numerous vigils and protests. (A Web
site set up by Shepard’s friends drew
more than a million hits.) “I am so
p---ed off, I can’t stop crying,” Ellen
DeGeneres said at an Oct. 14 gather-
ing at the U.S. Capitol. The President
and others called on Congress to
broaden federal hate-crimes legisla-
tion—which now covers offenses
perpetrated because of racial, reli-
gious and ethnic status—to include
victims attacked on account of their
sexual orientation. Wyoming legisla-
tors have tried for years to enact an-
tibias laws, ouly to be defeated by
opponents concerned that such a law
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Ellen DeGeneres and Anne Heche were at
a D,C. vigilin support of hate-crime laws.

would give minorities special rights.
“This year,” says Democratic Rep.
Mike Massie of Laramie, “I think we
will be standing in line to reintroduce
that bill.”

Yet it hardly seems likely that
words in a law book would have de-
fended Matthew Shepard against the
beating that cost him his life. His
friends can only speculate about
what might have happened if some-
one had gone with him that night to
the Fireside. Romaine Patterson is
still haunted by a call she got from
Shepard less than 24 hours before
the attack, at 2 a.m. that Tuesday. It
was their first conversation in a
while, but he had sounded as buoy-
antly hopeful as ever. “He told me,
‘My goal right now is to do what I
camn, in any way, shape or form, to
better humanity,”” she recalls.

Ironically, Shepard’s aim in life
may have been achieved in part by
his death, which has prompted deep
soul-searching and an emotional
outpouring from so many people he
never knew. “Judging from the
world’s response over the last sev-
eral days,” Reverend Kitch told the
mourners in Casper, “Matt will
have made a difference in the lives
of thousands.”

e Thomas Fields-Meyer
o Vickie Bane and Elizabeth Leonard
in Wyoming
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