Teddy Roosevelt’s Ride: 
The President’s Day on Horseback from Laramie-Cheyenne, 1903
By Phil Roberts
He was not the first president to visit Wyoming during his term in office, but Theodore Roosevelt’s three-day trip to the state in 1903 was one of the most publicized visits by any chief executive. One reason was that he spent one of those three days riding horseback from Laramie to Cheyenne, a circuitous 65-mile route.

He and his entourage, including the Secretary of the Navy and Secretary of Agriculture, were returning from the West Coast when the group stopped in Evanston on May 29, 1903. 

“Hundreds of people were here from outside points to see the chief executive. Excursion trains practically depopulated the country for fully one hundred miles around,” the Wyoming Press (Evanston) reported. The paper added that the “famous saxophone band of Rock Springs was in attendance and discoursed numerous choice selections.”

After a short speech in which he mentioned that he had first visited Wyoming in the 1880s, TR departed on the special railroad car from which he “waved his hat in a kind adieu.” Even though the president had already left, the citizens of Evanston held “a grand concert and dance” in his honor at the opera house. An “enthusiastic crowd” attended, according to the newspaper account.

Although he made brief stops in several towns as he crossed the state, Roosevelt did not leave his special car until he arrived in Laramie the next morning.

Laramie citizens were at the depot in force to greet the Old Rough Rider. Knowing of the President’s fondness for riding, several well-known residents arranged for Roosevelt to ride horseback to Cheyenne. Roosevelt was enthusiastic about making the trip, but his aides had some misgivings. For some of them, more accustomed to the easier life in the nation’s capital, a horseback ride all the way to Cheyenne was not their idea of a fun time.

Before the ride started, he spoke briefly from the west steps of Old Main. The President’s expedition left Laramie at 9 a.m., riding east toward Cheyenne via Telephone Canyon. Included in the escort party were many distinguished Wyoming citizens including Sen. Francis E. Warren, U. S. Marshal Frank Hadsell, his deputy marshal Joe LeFors, Sheriff N. K. Boswell of Laramie and prominent stockman R. S. Van Tassell. Boswell, looking very distinguished with a long white beard, furnished some of the horses and Van Tassell provided others.
Among those in the President’s party were guards at the prison, then located in Laramie (now the Wyoming Territorial Park). At the time of the President’s visit, prisoners at the Laramie prison were being prepared for removal to the new prison located in Rawlins. 
During the visit, the prisoners were going to be “locked down” because with officials traveling with Roosevelt meant the prison was lightly guarded. At the hour of the lockdown, one prisoner named Brown was outside the walls of the prison, cleaning out the chicken house. In the flurry of activity, Brown was forgotten. Recognizing his chance, Brown escaped only to be recaptured sometime later and taken to prison in Rawlins. He was the last escapee from the Laramie prison.
The party stopped at Van Tassell’s ranch for lunch at noon and continued on to Fort D. A. Russell (now Warren Air Force Base). A field artillery group gave the president a 21-gun salute when the party arrived at the fort at 4 p.m. Three hours later Roosevelt was on the speaker’s stand on the corner of 15th and Ferguson (now Carey Avenue). 
The next day was a Sunday and Roosevelt attended church, ate lunch with Sen. and Mrs. Joseph Carey and was honored at a “smoker.” 

The citizens of Cheyenne showed the President “a wild west show” the next morning and during a break in the action, Douglas residents presented TR with a horse named “Ragalon.” The President said, “I am going to name him ‘Wyoming’ for the people who have been so generous to me. I shall be proud in Washington to ride the finest horse which the great ranges have ever produced.” He rode the horse to a barbecue at the Warren ranch, south of Cheyenne, that evening. 

President Roosevelt left Cheyenne the next day for Washington, D. C., and the duties of the presidency. His visit to Wyoming had been the most publicized of any visit up to that time. Roosevelt could then say that he had done what few others could claim—he had ridden the ranges of Wyoming while serving as the country’s 26th President.

(This article was published in UWyo Magazine, 2007, and as a “Buffalo Bones” column a decade earlier).

