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Wyoming has been the least populated state throughout most of its existence, The small population variously has been a disadvantage, particularly with respect to economics, but also an advantage with respect to personal inter-relationships.[1] With a tinge of romanticism, some have described Wyoming as "a small town with a very long main street."[2]
The state has all of the benefits and all of the problems of any small town--the personal friendships, the rivalries, the arguments, the alliances inherent in any community. Yet, some say that the lack of population requires that the people in the state get along.  "As Pinedale’s John Perry Barlow, once said, 'make sure after some bad run-in with another Wyomingite, you ‘heal up and hair over’ because someday you’ll be stuck in a snow drift on Shirley Rim and, sure in hell, the first guy to come along will be that same guy.'” [3]
Likewise, Wyomingites have had long-standing contradictory attitudes about the federal government. The federal government remains the owner of half of the land area in the state. Wyomingites, in hard times, relied on government help (the New Deal agencies during the Great Depression, for example) and reviled government interference during natural resource booms by restraining full-throttled development.
This article describes a time, almost a century ago, when federal policy and wartime propaganda raised suspicions between long-time neighbors and provided a convenient legal pretext to take advantage of strangers and outsiders. The effect was to undermine community, often by anonymous informants. Among some Wyomingites, another result was to heighten suspicion of federal government power and outsiders coming into the state.
***
Nationally, during the winter of 1916-17, President Wilson, who had won the general election in November, 1916, partially on the slogan, "He Kept Us Out of War," saw the country drifting into the conflict. Even though war seemed inevitable by the early winter of 1917, many Americans still opposed involvement, particularly members of labor organizations that viewed the war merely as a means to enrich industrialists at the expense of workers.[4]
Congress, anxious to unify the country for war, drafted laws to prosecute spies and saboteurs. The Espionage Act of 1917 passed both houses by substantial margins and was signed into law by President Wilson on February 14, 1917. With potential spies taken care of, Congress and the President adjusted the laws to stifle political dissent--to crack down on those who believed it was not in the national interest to fight in a European war. President Wilson signed the Sedition Act, on May 16, 1918, designed to clamp down on German sympathizers and those who, by their words, gave comfort to the enemy by encouraging resistance to the draft or fulfilling tasks essential to winning the war.[5]
Two months after the Espionage Act passed, the United States entered the war.  U. S. Attorneys' offices everywhere were swamped with reports about German sympathizers praising the Kaiser or boasting of eventual German victory in the war. Every community had draft-age men failing to register and others who were openly encouraging resistance to the draft.  In a few cases, U. S. officials heard dark rumors about threats made on the life of the President.[6]
Wyoming residents already had the legendary reputation of favoring self-help and tolerance of other points of view. Yet, as soon as the Espionage Act went into effect, Wyomingites from every part of the state reported on suspected disloyal people and "slackers" who they believed had failed to register for the draft.[7] In this atmosphere, Federal officials in the Department of Justice worked with local authorities in investigating the many reports and prosecuting the handful of legitimate Espionage Act and Sedition Act cases.[8] At the beginning of the war, the Attorney General “asked loyal Americans to act as voluntary detectives and report their suspicions directly to the Department of Justice.”[9]
Even before troops made it to France, C. L. Rigdon, the U. S. Attorney for Wyoming, received mail about German aliens planning to foment disloyalty in various Wyoming towns. Guy Shoemaker, mayor of Laramie, wrote to Rigdon on April 10:
[S]uspicion has been cast around certain people of German origin and in probably every city there are more or less of these suspects, a great many, no doubt, unjust. That condition exists in Laramie but during the past two or three days there have been cases reported to my office, the nature of which, I believe warrants investigation.[10]
 
Shoemaker singled out two University of Wyoming students "coming directly from Germany." He added that one Laramie man "has deliberately torn down and destroyed the American flag."[11] Rigdon dispatched Thomas Holland, a federal investigator, to Laramie to look into the problem. Additionally, Holland was asked to check out the facts contained in two Laramie Republican news stories about a fight resulting from seditious comments. Joe Jacobs, a Laramie barber, purportedly said that if the U. S. were to go to war with Germany, he'd support Germany. Holland asked spectators and found out that, in fact, Jacobs had not said anything. In fact, an Albany County legislator, Jake Berner, made the comments favorable to Germany while getting his hair cut in Jacobs' shop. Jacobs, angry at Berner's seditious words, "blacked Werner's eye." But the revelation did not fully exonerate Jacobs from suspicion of espionage, at least in Holland's mind. 
Jacobs is a barber and while in Laramie owned a motorcycle and was in the habit of making trips most every Sunday taking his camera with him and is supposed to have made pictures of various points of interest along the line of the UP between Sherman and Green River.[12]
 
Along with bridges and railroads, Wyomingites worried about sabotage of power plants and coalmines. Kemmerer Coal Company manager P. J. Quealy wrote Rigdon on April 12, concerned with "a great many foreigners here, including Austrians, many of whom may be disloyal."[13] He asked if the federal government would send some additional deputy U. S. Marshals to "protect the mines, power plants, etc."[14]
Many Wyomingites owned hunting rifles. J. L. Graverson, the Sheridan County attorney, wrote to Rigdon to tell him that many local people were complaining about the "great numbers of foreigners" having guns. He noted that one German received 90 pounds of ammunition by express along with two high-powered rifles.  He asked, "Have we any authority to confiscate the guns of foreigners and what should we do about the German?"[15]
Large public works projects seemed likely targets for sabotage. Days after hostilities began, the gatekeeper at Pathfinder Dam in south-central Wyoming, wrote to warn Rigdon about possible saboteurs: 
Mr. Schulte, manager of Schulte Hardware and Ed Schulte manager of Webel Commercial Co., father and son, Casper.  Lt. Welch told me he had requested the Casper authorities to keep these two men under surveillance. It is reported that the citizens of Casper are quite excited over the talk and actions of these two men. Both of the stores handle arms and ammunition and it would be possible for them to ship in explosives.[16]
 
As time passed, hysteria over potential German sabotage reached comical proportions. For instance, residents of Sheridan reported seeing a hostile balloon west of town. Torrington citizens saw a similar balloon although some asserted that it "may be an enemy airship planning to blow up the sugar refinery or other industrial works." Dismissing the airship claim, a Cheyenne paper concluded, "The lights in the sky remain a mystery."[17]
When it came to foreigners living in their midst, county officials throughout Wyoming worried about trouble.[18] Suspicion was not restricted only to Germans. As John J. Spriggs, Fremont County Attorney, wrote Ridgon the week war was declared, "We have a Mexican arrested and in jail as a German sympathizer." He said the man was arrested in Hudson. Spriggs said he "drew up the charge of treason" and adding conspiracy to commit treason. "I interviewed him a couple of times, but he is wise," Spriggs wrote. "We had a Mexican in jail with him and he gave the Mexican some information, about a man named Meyer who was to give him money to join the German army." Rigdon quickly wrote back, advising Spriggs that a treason charge was not appropriate in this case [19]. Neither did Rigdon concur with Spriggs' concluding assessment: "There may be a German plot uncovered."[20]
No German plot was uncovered in Lander, but in the same week, a retired army officer from Fort D. A. Russell questioned the loyalty of Atlas Theater performers. He attended a vaudeville performance and was shocked when "one performer rendered a song which constitutes a criticism of the government of the United States and the War Department in view of the announced policy, or plan, of sending US troops to France, and the matter is reported to you in compliance with existing orders." The unnamed song advocated peace. The officer reminded the base commander that "public uttering of such sentiments is contrary to public policy..."[21] After U. S. Attorney Rigdon received a copy of the letter, forwarded to him by the retired army officer, he called the manager of the Atlas who agreed to drop the offending song from future performances.[22]
But it did not take seditious remarks to launch an investigation. People fell under suspicion for refusing to buy war bonds or seeming to admire anything German.  By the end of 1917, more and more people in Wyoming were turning in neighbors for making what was perceived to be favorable comments about the Kaiser or Germany's chances for battlefield success.
In Cheyenne, Mrs. J. Tyler complained about her neighbor, Rev. Holmberg, a Swedish minister living next door.[23] After brief investigation, officials found Holmberg had been in the United States for 27 years and handled pastoral duties in Cheyenne as well as serving as missionary minister to congregations in Rock Springs, Rawlins, Superior and Pine Bluffs. Mrs. Tyler told investigators that he was "very close-mouthed and it is almost impossible to get any information about his affairs from him."  She said the pastor's family seemed to live "rather extravagantly" on a minister's salary. "When moving into this residence there was a two-party line telephone in the house," she said, "but they had this taken out and a one-party line which costs more than a two-party line--put in." (Presumably, Mrs. Tyler had shared the party line). While she admitted she never heard the reverend say anything seditious, Mrs. Tyler said he "does not look like a Swedish person although he speaks the Swedish language and conducts his services here and elsewhere in that tongue," She said she thought it was "possible Rev. Homberg [sic] is an agent, acting under the guise of a missionary, for the Germans."[24]
With respect to the speech cases, nationally and in Wyoming, many reports clearly lacked merit. As historian Geoffrey Stone states, “In the first month of the war, Attorney General Gregory asked loyal Americans to act as voluntary detectives and to report their suspicions directly to the Department of Justice. The results were staggering. Each day, thousands of accusations of disloyalty flooded into the department."[25]
In one Wyoming case, several Ohio Oil company employees reported that a man recently fired by the company had "made disrespectful remarks about the Red Cross."[26] In another instance, a special agent of the Department of Justice reported to the Attorney General that arms and ammunition had been shipped to Hanna, Wyoming, where there were "troubles amongst the Finns."[27]
As hysteria mounted about German spies and sympathizers hiding in their midst, some Wyomingites turned to extra-legal means to enforce conformity and stop seditious or treasonous talk. In November 1917, "local citizens, headed by Night Marshal Cheney, rounded up three radical German citizens and sympathizers," a Lander newspaper reported. The three were forced to "swear allegiance to the United States and to the President and to kiss the American flag in public." One of the three, Fritz Stille, proprietor of the Home Restaurant on Lander's main street, "protested against his treatment and departed at once for New York." Shoemaker Peter Kuschill apparently accepted the punishment while painter L. W. VonBelker reminded his tormentors that he had served in the American army, "stating that he was a loyal American citizen."[28]
Less than two weeks later, some 200 miles to the southeast, Henry Swanson, a Swedish-born resident of Laramie, was jailed. His offense? After 16 years in the country, he had "made no effort to secure naturalization." Even worse, "Swanson is said to have on several occasions sworn against the United States and wished that Germany might defeat this country."[29]
Later that same week, a refinery worker in Greybull "aroused suspicion that he was pro-German." His co-workers called Deputy Sheriff Fisher who arrested the man, who identified himself as Calvin H. Cass. The deputy "placed him in jail to await an investigation." The report noted that "there is no direct evidence against him" and, consequently, "he will probably be released."[30]
Even though complaint letters flowed in throughout the war, Attorney General C. L. Rigdon rarely saw fit to prosecute such speech cases. "It is important that federal authorities carefully avoid interference not warranted by federal law," he wrote with respect to the report about Hanna's Finns. [31]  In the Red Cross remarks incident, he apparently agreed with the investigator's decision to "merely admonish" the elderly Alsatian man who made the statements.[32]
Cass, the Greybull refinery worker, escaped the difficulties encountered by two other men arrested in Casper about the same time. Will Schau and Robert Jones, both African-Americans traveling through Casper, "were held for several weeks on charges of being slackers." The newspaper complained, "an investigation was unable to find evidence that would indicate they had evaded the draft laws." They were released when officials confirmed their story that they had registered for the draft, but had lost their draft registration cards.[33]
As summer turned to fall and the propaganda war went into high gear, numerous people were charged with failing to register for the draft. Several men in the Big Horn Basin entered guilty pleas for the offense in November 1917.[34] Three men from Casper pled guilty on Dec. 20.[35] By the end of the war, more than 100 were so charged in Wyoming alone. Judging from the names of the accused, most were immigrants or members of ethnic minorities.[36] Most of the remainder were itinerants passing through Wyoming.
The media-spread warnings of German agents caused many strangers passing through town to come under suspicion. The Weston County attorney reported that two men "who have plenty of money and have it telegraphed to them whenever they want more," were being held in the county jail. What made them particularly suspicious--"they have nothing but IWW and Socialistic literature and an abundance of it in their private effects."  The county attorney admitted that "I do not know that these men have violated federal laws, but I do want some one to go over their letters and papers." He concluded: "To me it seems they and their work is part of a well-organized plan to at least create dissatisfaction with the government at this time and probably to organize revolt."[37] 
One need not be an ethnic minority or a stranger identified as a German sympathizer to come under suspicion of undermining the war effort. In Powell, Georgiana Youngs, a pacifist, was forced to resign her teaching position in the local high school. "The board, after questioning Miss Youngs and learning that she felt she could not refrain from expressing her views on the subject of war when the question came up that the best interests of the school would be conserved if she resigned...." The news account emphasized that she was not a German sympathizer. "No charge of disloyalty or un-Americanism is held against the teacher, but under the trying circumstances in which this country is found, her teachings was objected to as a hindrance."[38]
Some prosecutors reported potential law-breakers to the U. S. Attorney, but many county attorneys were not familiar with their obligations under the new laws. "I am rather in the dark as to the matter of treasonable utterances," the Campbell county attorney wrote to Rigdon in July 1917. "Should this be taken up by me as county and prosecuting attorney or referred to your office? Please advise me that I may act understandingly in the event of a case of this sort."[39]
Rigdon replied, addressing duplicate copies of his letter to other county attorneys. "[Such cases] should be taken up by you as county attorney in the first instance and the defendants held under some county statute, such as breach of the peace, until an opportunity is made for further investigation. In such instance forward me a statement of the facts in the case, together with the utterance thought to be treasonable or a violation of the federal laws or Presidential proclamation, in order that I may, if possible, bring them under some Federal Statute.”[40]
The law also puzzled U. S. Commissioners like John A. Thompson in Thermopolis, who wrote to Rigdon in July. He said the sheriff was holding a prisoner who was charged with failure to register for the draft and "desecration of the flag."  The man admitted the charges. "What to do?" Thompson wrote. Rigdon telegraphed a reply, instructing him to hold the prisoner over to the November term of U. S. District Court and fix the bond at $2,000.[41]
Some knew they were being "ratted out," but only on rare occasions might the accused individual even learn he was under suspicion before being confronted by law enforcement authorities.  John A. Schneider, a German-American resident of the coal-mining town of Hanna, heard there might be a complaint against him for making pro-German statements. He wrote to U. S. Attorney Rigdon in June 1917 to deny the charge. “There is a party living in my neighborhood who I have had trouble with for several years and he has tried every way imagined without success over Ground Ditches and Water rights.” He added that the county attorney was aware of the neighbor's animosity toward Schneider.[42]  Rigdon answered the same day: “I am glad to know that you are a loyal citizen of the country and that you have made none of the statements alleged.”[43]
Even though Congress contemplated that the law would be enforced only against wrong-doers, many Americans and Wyomingites recognized early on that they could use the new federal laws to get even with rivals or ensnare people with contrary ideas or habits. Typical were cases like that of an unidentified man arrested in Worland in July 1917. Judge P. W. Metz telegraphed Rigdon that officers were holding the man, "a slacker who is an IWW" who had "cussed the government and is an all-around bad man."  Metz insisted that the man be charged.  “If he is allowed to go unpunished, it will establish a bad precedent here."[44]
Vigilance against actual saboteurs appears not to be a common motive. The files include numerous cases of people complaining against neighbors who probably experienced altercations over the years. The complaining neighbor might either assert that the accused was acting suspiciously or had spoken seditious statements.
In fact, most complaints of neighbor against neighbor suggest less than honorable motives. Kent Snyder, U. S. Commissioner in Wheatland, wrote to the U. S. Attorney in April 1917 about reports of pro-German comments being made by the Boderdoff family living on a farm near there. "The exact nature of their statements has not been given to me," Snyder wrote, adding: "May I request that you give me some idea where free speech ends and seditious statements commence?"  He concluded: "It is stated that these Boderdoffs are due for final proof on a homestead soon and it is possible that their neighbors desire to take some advantage of them on this score."[45]
In at least one case, a wife turned in her husband, W. A. Frenzel, as a German spy after he was seen leaving Lovell "with a woman not his wife and spent the night with her in Cowley."[46] The story said the man repaired jewelry and watches at a small bench in the Lovell post office and, from time to time, made "utterances which were regarded as disloyal." Nothing was made of the statements until his was arrested on the adultery charge and taken to jail in Basin "where upon his wife is said to have turned over to the authorities sufficient evidence to prove that he is a German spy." He was held for federal authorities, according to the article. The article writer noted Frenzel "ignored the fact that hell hath no fury like a woman scorned."[47]
Sometimes, the laws punishing failure of young men to register for the draft were used for personal revenge. The U. S. Attorney noted how it likely was used in a particular case being pressed by a prominent citizen in Worland. Discounting the local informant, Rigdon wrote to U. S. Senator John B. Kendrick defending his office's refusal to prosecute the case.[48] “Of course you will understand that a great many complaints regarding failure to register are entirely without foundation, and in many instances complaints are made by persons who desire simply to get their neighbors in trouble, or for other reasons. In these cases, upon investigation, the cases are dismissed." He concluded: "I feel very confident that no person at Worland or in that vicinity, who has deliberately failed to register, has escaped prosecution.”[49]
Once the target of a complaint from a neighbor, even though the charge ultimately may be found baseless, a Wyoming citizen might find it difficult to escape coming under further investigation. By all accounts, a complaint letter to the U. S. Attorney yielded immediate response and, often, launch of a field investigation within the following ten days.
Despite all of the complaints, anonymous letters and investigations, just two men were convicted of violating the Espionage Act in Wyoming. One case followed a relatively standard pattern. It was a simple fact situation for a jury. The U. S. Attorney charged a German-American ranch hand for siding against America and for his mother country.
Complaints came from numerous neighbors and co-workers so the U. S. Attorney brought the charge under the act against German-born sheepherder William Huhn. A federal jury in December 1917 found him guilty of making anti-American statements. The U. S. Attorney brought 11 counts against Hahn, an employee of a sheep ranch in the Big Horn Basin of northwestern Wyoming.[50]
A series of witnesses appeared in the week-long Huhn trial. Adam Darling, a cowboy working for F. G. S. Hesse ranch near Buffalo was a witness; so was Edward Crandall, by the time of the trial, working for a Casper oil company. Howard Schriver, drafted shortly before trial and serving in camp at American Lake, Wash. while the trial was underway, was called as a witness. A subpoena was issued to Stephen Fichian of the Immigrant's Protection League in Chicago. The case went to the jury on Dec. 28, 1917. They returned a verdict of guilty, but only on one count. Nonetheless, Judge Riner in January, 1918, sentenced Huhn to one year and one day in federal prison at Leavenworth..[51]
The second case was far more complicated and, in the end, a puzzling application of the Espionage Act. The convicted man initially faced more than violation of the Espionage Act, but his apparent violation may have precipitated a more serious charge against him.
At first glance, the case was not about espionage or sedition; it was a common enough Old West murder. Two ranchers, neighbors living along the southern edge of the Freeze-out Mountains, feuded. Cattle knocked down the fence between the two ranches.  The cattle owner shot two dogs that were attacking his herd as it grazed in the dog owner's pasture. Later, a newspaper noted there had been a long running "strained relationship" between the two men. The accused stood trial and a jury found him not guilty by reason of self-defense. The neighbors never believed the self-defense claim. They turned to vigilante justice, but not in the standard Western way. He was not lynched; he was not confronted by a violent mob. But through quasi-legal means, he was banished, losing his property, reputation, and freedom in the process.
Prosecutors, disappointed with the poor case made against the accused, must have agreed with the Leo neighbors. Not only were the facts not as they first appeared, but a new law, passed by Congress just a few weeks before the incident, influenced how the two men acted and how prosecutors and the neighbors responded to the trouble. It was wartime and Congress had passed and President Woodrow Wilson had signed the Espionage Act and the Sedition Act.[52] Intertwined within this tale of murder are indicators of how the acts and the propaganda surrounding their application influenced local citizen conduct, even far away from desperate saboteurs or their logical military targets.[53]
By October 1917, John Leibig and Louis Senften had been quarreling for some time. Hardly the best of friends, they lived at opposite ends of the same ranch house. When the 26-year-old Senften bought out his older neighbor earlier that year, he agreed to let Leibig, the seller, stay at the ranch until fall when he could sell off the remainder of his cattle.[54]
Before he agreed to sell his land and modest ranch buildings to Senften, Leibig ranched for almost two decades in the Leo community, more than 70 miles north of Rawlins, the county seat of Carbon County. The Leibig ranch, situated between Sage Creek and Difficulty Creek on the south edge of the Freeze-out Mountains, was in an area that attracted only a handful of homesteaders. Too remote from any large town, far from the railroad or good roads, and tucked into dry, sagebrush-covered hills, a homesteader would be able to raise only a few sheep or cattle, eking out an existence from season to season.
Ranches near watercourses (then as now) sold for a premium. Wyoming's prior appropriation system of water allocation gave senior permit holders significant advantage over later junior claimants. Later arrivals, hoping to rely on the annual rainfall in the area, soon learned to expect less than five inches per year, most coming as snow in the spring months of March and April.
Lack of precipitation made crop agriculture impossible but successful cattle and sheep raising required vast expanses for sufficient grass to keep the animals fed. In some places, rugged granite cliffs and steep draws kept livestock from reaching the waters of the North Platte or down to the small tributaries. Without extensive land ownership or access to free open range grazing, ranchers could not survive.  Leibig was a pioneer; not only did he have the advantage of Sage Creek, a North Platte tributary running through his land, but he also had a workable homestead acreage he owned outright and good access to public lands where he could graze his livestock for free.[55] Just as important, Leibig's was one of the few ranches with access to the waters of tributaries feeding into the North Platte river some 15 miles to the west.
Born in Germany in March 1863, Leibig came to the United States in the 1880s. Nothing is known of his life in Germany or his first years in America, but by the last decade of the 19th century, he was ranching in Wyoming.[56]  In the 1890s, he filed for a homestead and settled on a quarter section, intending to utilize the ample open range around his land for cattle grazing.  Under the terms of the Homestead Act, in order to gain the land patent, Leibig was required to live on the land for seven years. Even though he was not a citizen at the time of his initial filing, he could file as long as he swore he "intended to become a citizen."[57] The General Land Office issued him a patent December 17, 1906.[58] 
By all indications, Leibig was a loyal naturalized citizen of the United States. Almost two years before he gained the patent, he was sworn in as a citizen in Carbon County District Court and handed his citizenship papers, dated Jan. 24, 1905.[59]  In September 1910, typical of other homesteaders in Wyoming during the period, Leibig purchased a relinquishment—a homestead abandoned by an earlier claimant—giving him another 80 acres adjacent to his existing homestead.[60] In October 1907, the State Engineer granted him a water permit for Sage Creek, a tributary of the North Platte River.[61]
Despite the remote location and harsh living conditions, the neighborhood was filling in by 1910. Congressional passage in 1908 of the Enlarged Homestead Act, sponsored by Wyoming's U. S. Representative Frank Mondell, gave hope to the aspiring rancher that the additional quarter section available under the act would be just enough to turn marginal land into a productive small ranch--and land in the Leo neighborhood was certainly marginal. Only a couple of dozen people in 48 households are listed within the entire census district for 1900, but by 1910, the number had swelled considerably to more than double the 1900 count.[62]
In 1909, Louis Senften, at the age of 19 years old, came to the Leo community where he went to work as a ranch hand for area rancher Lewis G. Carpenter.[63] Senften was born in Claremont, Richland County, Illinois, on June 8, 1889, the son of Swiss immigrant farmers.[64] His father came to America in 1879 and his mother, five years later.[65] By the time Louis came to Wyoming, two of his older brothers--both in their early 20s--were working for a farmer near Buhl, Idaho.[66]
Neighbors viewed Louis Senften as an ambitious, industrious young man. He homesteaded his own place and during the winter of 1916-17, he joined with former employer, L. G. Carpenter and Hanna banker Otto Frederick to form the Indian Creek Land and Live Stock Company.[67]  The incorporators filed the charter on March 7, 1917.[68] The three men not only were the incorporators, they were the entirety of the board of directors.[69]
Until August 1917, John Leibig lived alone, gradually accumulating land, cattle and sheep. After some 20 years' ranching, a local newspaper described him as "prominent and wealthy."[70] Senften announced plans to purchase the Leibig ranch, with the financial assistance of the corporation, in the spring of 1917.[71]
Suddenly, without any previous indications that the long-time Leo area rancher might be disloyal, he was turned in as a traitor. An anonymous complaint to the U. S. Attorney in mid-August, 1917, accused Leibig of making treasonous statements. The unnamed informant further complained that John Leibig had been advocating resistance to military service and the draft. No letters, no responses from the U. S. Attorney and no published newspaper source indicates that Leibig had been under suspicion for violating the espionage and sedition acts prior to August, 1917.[72]  At the time, he was closing the sale of his ranch to Louis Senften and making plans to move to a warmer climate--southern California--by the end of the year.[73]
Once the complaint came in, it did not take long for an investigator from the U. S. Attorney's office in Cheyenne to go to the remote ranch and ask Leibig some questions. A front-page story in the Rawlins Republican on Aug. 23, 1917, reported that Leibig was arrested August 18 at his ranch in the Leo country. The warrant for his arrest charged him with an "attempt to obstruct the Recruiting and Enlistment Service of the U. S. Army."[74] Affidavits, presented at the preliminary hearing on the following Thursday, made by unidentified Leibig neighbors, stated that Leibig "believes that Germany has acted perfectly right in all her dealings, even as regards the murder and torture of Belgian women and children."[75] Another swore that Leibig "had disposed of all his holdings in this section" and he planned to go to California and then into Mexico, "so that he can from there aid his native country."[76] Names of the affiants were not mentioned in the news article.[77]
The Rawlins newspaper, in the news report, strongly condemned Leibig: "John Leibig is worse than an alien enemy, having come to this country not worth a cent. He applied for his naturalization papers and was naturalized as an American citizen in the Carbon County court in 1905.  He then took up a homestead and has made all his money directly as a citizen of the United States and as a U. S. homesteader and rancher."[78] The paper concluded: " It is the desire and belief of all loyal Americans that men such as this be punished to the full extent of the law, even to including the confiscation of the money that he has made in this country."[79]
Deputy U. S. Attorney Howell, who had charge of the prosecution, went to Rawlins on Aug. 23 for the preliminary hearing. That afternoon, Leibig was bound over for trial by U. S. Commissioner George E. Brimmer. [80] Leibig posted a $5,000 bond and was released pending the trial to be held when the new court term began in November.
Leibig returned to the ranch where he continued to share quarters with Louis Senften and to dispose of his livestock and other effects.  No evidence exists that Leibig knew who had informed on him. Was it Senften? Did Leibig have any evidence to suspect the man who was buying his ranch and temporarily sharing the ranch house with him?
On the afternoon of October 20, 1917, Ed Callahan, a youthful hired hand from a local family, was sorting potatoes in a root cellar at the Leibig ranch, helping Leibig clear out his property. The new purchaser, Louis Senften, was at the ranch, too. He grudgingly allowed Leibig to dispose of any items he had accumulated at the ranch over the years. L. C. Carpenter, another neighbor and business associate of Senften, also was present at the ranch.
Senften and Leibig argued earlier in the day, the exact reasons not clear from the later testimony.  One account describes Senften's two dogs chasing some of Leibig's cattle after the cattle knocked down a fence separating the existing property lines between the two neighbors. Angry that the dogs were harassing his herd, Leibig took out a shotgun and, after Senften refused to bring the animals to heel, Leibig shot and killed both dogs. (Oddly, Leibig's own later account doesn't mention the dog incident).
Leibig later claimed that whatever the substance, the argument he was having with Senften turned threatening and he decided to go back into the house to avoid trouble.[81] Soon, according to Leibig, Senften stood outside the house, wielding a heavy whip, the end loaded with lead, and challenging Leibig to come out and fight. Senften swung the whip so violently that he broke one of the windows of the ranch house.[82]
From the safety of the house, Leibig saw Carpenter coming into the ranch yard. Feeling confident Senften would not assault him with the neighbor there, Leibig left the house and walked toward the horse corral west of the house on a 90-degree angle from Senften who was standing in front of the structure. Moments later, Senften caught up with Leibig at the corral gate and menaced him "by shaking his fists in [Leibig's] face."[83] 
Suddenly, both Leibig and Senften noticed that Carpenter was approaching them from in front of the house. Leibig remained at the corral gate, but Senften slowly walked back about 30 or 40 feet while Callahan, leaving the root cellar, passed Carpenter perpendicular to Senften's path, saying to Carpenter that "there was going to be trouble here."[84] Seconds later, while Callahan walked back to the root cellar next to the house, Senften stood visiting with Carpenter. Leibig remained at the corral.           
After another 10-15 minutes of potato-sorting, Callahan returned to the corral where he saddled his horse. He noticed Senften and Carpenter come from a "dugway on the north side of the stable."[85] While Carpenter walked over to the door of the root cellar, Senften went back to the house. Soon, Carpenter, too, was saddling his horse in the corral, preparing to leave with Callahan back to Carpenter's ranch, some two miles west of the Leibig ranch.
Just as Carpenter was cinching up the saddle, both men heard a gunshot, apparently coming from the creek some 80 yards from the corral. Some 15 seconds later, Callahan and Carpenter had run over to where Leibig was standing. "What did you do?" Callahan asked him. Leibig replied, "I did not do it. He shot himself."[86]
Carpenter leaned over Senften who was lying on his back on the ground. Leibig, referring to the still-living Senften, said to Carpenter, "Speak to Leo, he is my best witness."[87] In another account, Leibig was quoted as "stating that he had left the shot gun standing against a bank and that Senften had come along and picked the gun up, being accidentally killed when he started to break it over a rock."[88] Carpenter "straightened up Senften" and asked him what had happened, but Senften was dead.[89]
Leibig stepped into the creek and picked up the shotgun where he later claimed "the stock had floated from the point of the accident." He threw the gun up on the bank at Callahan's feet. A newspaper account published shortly after the incident states that, when the two men found Senften dead, "Leibig was near him, calmly washing his clothes in the creek." [90]  Leibig then offered to ride to the nearby Cowdin ranch to summon help, but Callahan already had returned from the horse barn with a horse blanket. He and Carpenter wrapped Senften's body in the blanket.[91]
Carpenter telephoned Carbon County sheriff M. E. Pickett who, with undersheriff Glunz, took Leibig into custody a few hours after the incident. A coroner's inquest, convened the following morning, concluded that Senften had been murdered. Leibig was taken to Rawlins where Jonathan C. Friend, the Justice of the Peace, presided over a preliminary hearing. Leibig entered a "not guilty" plea, but after hearing seven witnesses (including Sheriff Pickett, L. G. Carpenter and Dr. E. A. Kell, county coroner), Judge Friend determined there was probable cause to charge Leibig. He ordered him held without bail.[92] Carbon county attorney A. J. Rosler filed first-degree murder charges against Leibig and the rancher was bound over for trial in district court in Rawlins.[93]
Newspaper reports detailed the incident, generally conforming to the main facts in the story previously laid out. But some additional curious facts emerged from those first news stories about the murder that raise numerous other questions about what actually was at the root of the incident.
A Rock Springs Miner story, published six days after the incident, was headlined "Man Facing Trial Kills State Witness."[94] The lead paragraph stated: "John Liedie (sic) of Carbon County, an alleged German sympathizer, who since early this fall has been under a $5,000 bond pending trial in the U. S. court in Cheyenne, on the charge of having made treasonable utterances and threats against President Wilson, is in jail at Rawlins, charged with the murder of Louis Senften, 27, the government's chief witness."  The story included the following statement: "While the direct cause of the shooting it is charged, was the dispute over the cattle breaking through Senften's fence, the prosecution will bring out the strained relationship between the two men as a result of the charge pending against [Leibig] in federal court in Cheyenne."[95]
The Rawlins newspaper gave details as to Leibig's arrest, but does not mention how federal authorities had learned of his treasonous statements beyond noting the presence of the affidavits. In any event, Senften's name is not mentioned as the anonymous informant. In fact, not one printed source prior to Senften's murder named him as the informant. Only after the murder do newspaper articles state that Senften was the one who told the U. S. Attorney about Leibig's German sympathies.[96]
Oddly, none of the newspaper articles cite a source for that fact. Was the U. S. Attorney's office the source? The Carbon County attorney? Or did those facts come from Leibig's neighbors? If the posthumous information about Senften published in the newspapers is correct, when might Leibig have discovered that fact?  Was it when Leibig was first arrested? Was it before Leibig appeared before the U. S. Commissioner in Rawlins or prior to the time he was bound over to federal court in Cheyenne?
The time Leibig found out the name of the anonymous informant had additional implications. There is the matter of the sale of the ranch Leibig had homesteaded and owned for more than two decades. "Sentfen....bought [Leibig's] ranch from him soon after [Leibig] was arrested...."[97] It seems unlikely that Leibig would sell off his ranch to someone he knew had turned him in for treason. The negotiations must have happened before Leibig knew of Senften's identity as the anonymous complainant.
Further, as the Rock Springs story states, the two men agreed that they "would occupy the same ranch house until the fore part of December, when [Leibig] was to move. This they were doing at the time of the tragedy."[98] Again, it is unlikely Leibig would have agreed to such an arrangement had he known what Seften had done. Leibig expected his money on December 1. Given that the sale had not closed at the time of the murder (and would not close until December), might Sentfen and his business associates have a motive to implicate Leibig in treason?
An Evanston newspaper ran an item in November 1917, responding to rumors that Leibig's attorney, Hugo Donzelman of Cheyenne, would request a change of venue. Such action was "denied by the attorney who has charge of Leibig's defense."[99] Donzelman was assisted by veteran Rawlins attorney L. E. Armstrong. The prosecutor, County Attorney Rosier, was assisted by N. R. Greenfield.[100]
Throughout the winter, regular press mention was made of the forthcoming trial. The regular term of court began on Monday, March 4, 1918, and the Leibig case was the first on the docket.[101] Counsel for Leibig filed a series of motions prior to trial. One motion tried to get the case dismissed because the key witness, Ed Callahan, was stranded by heavy snows and might not make it to Rawlins in time to testify. The judge denied the defense motions and, by Wednesday morning, the trial got underway with jury selection. "When court adjourned last evening the first panel summoned had been exhausted and the attorneys had ten challenges left," the Rawlins Republican reported.[102]
The trial lasted more than a week, beginning on Monday with examination of the jury. Once the jury was secured on Wednesday morning, the counsel presented opening arguments in the afternoon. Newspapers noted “The case was very hard fought throughout, both the prosecution and the defense using a large number of witnesses.”[103] 
The witnesses, including those who testified at the coroner's inquest and the preliminary hearing, had consistent stories about the main facts, but contradicted one another as to key details such as how the shotgun discharged. The prosecution tried to show that the shotgun was damaged only after Leibig threw it violently against a rock after shooting the victim.
Throughout the trial, Liebeg maintained that Sentfen’s death was an accident. It happened when, in the course of an argument, Sentfen picked up Leibig’s shotgun and broke it over a rock. The defense argued that the gun was damaged when Sentfen grabbed it by the muzzle and smashed it on the rock, causing the weapon to discharge, fatally striking Sentfen at point-blank range.
On the following Monday morning, the testimony concluded and that afternoon, the attorneys presented closing arguments. By the time the attorneys rested the case and the judge gave instructions to the jury, it was about 10 o’clock on Monday night.[104]
The jury returned a verdict on Monday night at 11:45 p.m., after deliberating less than two hours. Leibig was acquitted.[105] “Leibig was released from custody immediately upon the rendering of the verdict. He will, however, have to answer before the federal court at Cheyenne for alleged treasonable utterances against the United States government.”[106]
The record suggests that Leibig did not return to the Freezeout neighborhood. The ranch he had homesteaded and built over three decades was by that time in the hands of Sentfen's business partners.[107] Newspaper reports stated he was not welcome back into the community. Instead, he was arrested by federal authorities for sedition on the two Grand Jury indictments brought the previous August, just prior to Senften's murder.
The U. S. Attorney filed six counts against him under the first indictment--one for threatening the life of President Wilson, others for "knowingly and willfully cause and attempt to cause insubordination, disloyalty, mutiny and refusal of duty in Military" by means of "words or statements then and there public ally uttered."[108] Under a second indictment, Leibig faced five charges of encouraging draft-aged men to refuse to comply with the law.[109] Under these provisions of the Espionage Act of 1917, if found guilty, Leibig could be sentenced to 20 years' imprisonment and a fine of $10,000 on each of the eleven counts.[110] The court set the trial date for the June term of court.
Hugo Donzelman, who successfully defended Leibig in the murder trial, again was retained to represent him, this time in federal court in Cheyenne. The Grand Jury indictments did not mention Senften as a complainant, but numerous other neighbors made statements for the record. Leibig was charged with saying to neighbor Daniel Cowdin on July 1, 1917: "I will chip in on a purse to have President Wilson killed." He said to Roy Cowdin on April 15, 1918: "I will throw in $10 to any man who will kill President Wilson."  He said to neighbor Mabel Slaney on July 15, 1917: "I have sold part of my cattle and purchased German war bonds with part of the money and I am going to chip in the rest with other loyal Germans to hire somebody to kill President Wilson."[111]
Under the second indictment, Leibig supposedly told Daniel Cowden on Oct. 1, 1917:
That nothing about the war with Germany contained in the newspapers of the US, printed in English, is true, and that the only newspaper publishing the truth are those printed in the German language; that Pres. Wilson is the biggest grafter in the US; that the government of Germany is right in its contentions; that the US is wrong; that the soldiers of this country are going to fight the battles of the rich men and millionaires of this country and not for the country itself; that the US will get the worst of it, that they will be defeated; that the US can never whip Germany even with the help of all of the other Allies; that the US will never be able to transport troops to Europe; etc. "that he is not afraid" to blow up Pathfinder Dam.[112]
 
Just before the case was to go to trial, Leibig changed his plea from "not guilty" to "guilty" on all counts.  Given that he faced a possible 220 years' sentence in prison if found guilty, his decision to plead guilty likely came as the result of a plea bargain. Once the plea was entered, U. S. District Judge John Riner immediately sentenced him to 1 /1/2 years in the federal penitentiary at Leavenworth, Kansas. At that point, Leibig became only the second man in Wyoming sent to federal prison for violation of the Espionage and Sedition Acts. He was taken to prison by a U. S. Deputy Marshal and turned over to prison authorities, but his story does not end there.
Leibig was released from Leavenworth in the spring of 1919. President Wilson commuted his sentence to one year.[113]   He did not return to Wyoming, but moved to Denver where he was noted, in the 1920 U. S. Census, as living in a boarding house in an inexpensive Denver downtown neighborhood.[114]
By all accounts, this should have been the end of the Leibig saga. But in April 1922, the U. S. Attorney initiated an action to cancel his citizenship that he had been granted in 1905.[115] The government argued that Leibig had lied when he applied for citizenship because, contrary to the requirements of the oath, "he swore allegiance to the United States with a mental reservation."[116] Leibig's address was unknown so legal notices were published in the Wyoming State Tribune during the early summer of 1922. The notices alleged that the certificate of naturalization had been obtained fraudulently and stated that if Leibig did not respond, default action would be taken. 

You did not, at the time of taking said oath, renounce all allegiance and fidelity to the German Empire and to said Emperor of Germany, and that you did not intend to support and defend the Constitution and the laws of the United States and did not intend to bear true faith and allegiance to the United States....Thus, forfeiting your citizenship.[117]
 
U. S. Attorney Albert D. Walton, who replaced Wilson appointee Rigdon when Harding became President, wrote to the postmaster in Hanna, Wyoming, asking about Leibig's whereabouts, adding that he assumed Leibig was dead.[118] The postmaster answered, "In reply to your letter of May 2 relative to the death of John Leibig, [I] will say that I have no direct proof."[119] He wrote that a local man, John Dolling of Medicine Bow, had received a letter stating that Leibig had died in Mexico and asking him to "advise relatives in Germany of his death."[120]
The postmaster also suggested that Walton contact Hugo Donzelman in Cheyenne, known to have been Leibig's attorney in both the murder trial and the sedition case. But Leibig did not appear; the new U. S. Attorney, Albert D. Walton, asked the court to revoke his citizenship when Leibig "failed to answer this summons."[121] The court complied and entered the order.[122]
Why would the government go to such a length to strip Leibig of citizenship? It seems perplexing.[123] Even U. S. District Judge John Riner "seemed to doubt the necessity for cancellation proceedings in this case on the ground that conviction of a felony under the Federal Statute."
"That conviction, ipso facto, [would] take away the citizenship of Mr. Leibig," the Chief Naturalization Examiner for the district wrote to U. S. Attorney Walton.[124]
So why was the action continued? The only practical reason for the cancellation of Leibig's citizenship--even if he would not be aware of such an action--may have had to do with Leibig's ranch and the fact that he had homesteaded portions of it. But it could have been an even less obvious reason.Was it necessary to quiet title to the property, given that Senften apparently had not completed the purchase before his death?
The surviving directors of the Indian Creek Land and Live Stock Company (Carpenter, Hanna banker Otto Frederick, and Ed Callahan) must have worried that Leibig still had an ownership interest in the property. What would happen if Leibig were to return and challenge the disposal of his property?  After all, there is no evidence he received any of the purchase money prior to Senften's murder.
This rationale for stripping Leibig's citizenship gains currency from a letter written by Carpenter's lawyer. Rawlins attorney A. McMicken wrote to the U. S. Attorney in May 1922, asking what the effect of the citizenship cancellation might have "on lands patented to Leibig and sold by him to another who has since died and his estate has been closed and settled in probate and the lands disposed of to a third party under order of sale in probate." McMicken said the "last purchaser desired me to make inquiry."[125]
McMicken represented Lewis Senften's estate. At his death, the murder victim was still a key shareholder in the Indian Creek Land and Live Stock Company. An examination of Senften's probate record shows that Louis G. Carpenter, fellow shareholder and a witness to his death, was made administrator of Senften's estate because all of Senften's heirs--his parents and four brothers--were not residents of Wyoming.[126] The Petition for Letters of Administration included an inventory of Senften's property:
[A] homestead on which final proof has been made, but no patent yet issued, of probable value of $1,600; about 65 shares of capital stock of the Indian Creek Land and Live Stock Company, a corporation of the par value of $6,500, against which there is an indebtedness a balance due for the purchase price thereof, $2,124. Thus, total estate value of $5,976.[127]
 
Carpenter, as estate administrator, set about disposing of Senften's property. The former Leibig ranch was held in the name of the corporation, but Senften's own homestead was subject to sale by Carpenter, the estate administrator.
At the end of December 1919, Ed Callahan, the man who was sorting potatoes at the time of Senften's murder and witness in Leibig's murder trial, offered to pay $580 for the title to Senften's homestead of some 160 acres. On Feb 10, 1920, the record contains an order confirming the sale of real estate to Callahan.[128]
Earlier, in March 1919, Carpenter sold the shares of the Indian Creek Land and Live Stock Company to one of the initial directors, Hanna banker Otto Frederick for $2,838.[129] There is no reference to any money held in escrow for Leibig or any reference to a corporate debt payable to the now-missing man.
The aftermath of the Leibig case, specifically the unusual lengths through which various parties sought to strip him of his citizenship, suggest possible motives on the part of many individuals involved in the case. Did Carpenter, Senften and the other directors plan to accuse Leibig of traitorous talk in order not to have to pay for his ranch?  Might Leibig have become aware of the scheme and, in the confrontation with Senften, end up shooting him for his role as an anonymous informant?
Why would the neighbors testify to hearing Leibig make treasonous statements and threats against the life of President Wilson if Leibig, in fact, had not made any such threats? It seems likely that the neighbors were reacting to the "not guilty" verdict in the murder trial. Here was a unique opportunity to extract some revenge on Leibig for Senften's death. And, would it not be honoring Senften's memory by simply repeating the charges made anonymously to the U. S. Attorney?
Even after examining all of the documents and assessing motives of various participants, the entire story never will be known. The hysteria whipped up by the government as a means of gaining universal support for the war led to passage of laws that could be used to threaten individual civil liberties. The results might have punished many of the guilty, but it also ruined the careers of many others and cost others their very lives. All of these results occurred in the Leibig case, but it also provided an outlet for individuals believing that justice had miscarried.
When it came to ratting out neighbors or using the law to get even for private disputes, Wyomingites were no different than all other Americans. What may have made the Leibig case unique was how neighbors in a remote section of Carbon County used those laws in lieu of a lynching to extract what they believed was just punishment for the murderer of an admired neighbor. In that respect, this group of Wyomingites using the Espionage and Sedition Acts were ingeniously carrying out a variation of vigilante justice without the hangman's noose, the firing squad or mob violence.
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This article first appeared in Annals of Wyoming 85 (Winter 2013) as "Murder in the Freeze-outs: Loyalty, Sedition and Vigilante Justice in World War I Wyoming." It describes how the Espionage and Sedition Acts actually were handled by attorneys and law enforcement officers at the state and local levels during World War I. The Wyoming activities likely mirrored similar actions by officials in other states. The case analyzed at length in this story has the added complication of a murder by the later defendant in the sedition case. What are the links of the one unrelated case to the later one? This article proposes some possible answers.

