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WYOMING'S FIRST PENITENTIARY:
ARCHAEOLOGY OF A VICTORIAN ERA CORRECTIONAL INSTITUTION

BY

JEFFREY L. HAUFF

Arrival cf the Union Pacific Railroad
into the territory later to become knowr
as Wyoming brought with it not only
prosperity, but also protlems, April
1868 saw sale of building lots in Lar-
amie City by the Union Pacific; by May
Fth, tracks had teached the city, and
the following day, the first train rol-
led into (Triggs 1875). '"Hell On
Wheels" was certainly not a misnomer for
early Laramie. The situation did not
improve as the pushed westward.
Territorial designation came on July 25,
1868, but disorder cstill reigned, with
rowdy gangs and unscrupulous individuals
controlling the streets. By the fell of
the year, justice was in the hands of
vigilante groups, with five men meeting
their msker =zt the end of a rope. Lar-
amie City was not a unlque case as the
rails moved to the west.

The need for law and order wes cuick-
ly recognized as the land became set-
tled, and with it, the need for a facil-
to house territerial criminals. A
bill was passed by the Territorial leg-
islature in December, 1869 to develop a
penitentiary at Laramie City. In 1870,
a parcel of land on the Laramie River
west bank was selected for the building.
Ey the spring of 1872 construction was
underway. The first wing of the prison
was completed in September of that vyear,
with the Ffirst prisoners incarcerated
the following January.

The initial wing consisted of a rec-
tangular stone bullding measuring 40
feet wide by 70 feet lcng, enclosing a
brick cell block of 42 cells. A single
story brick addition containing a kit-
cher anc dining room was joined to the
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main wing northeest corner. A wooden
fence was corstructed around the prison
in 1875. Also in that year, a warden's/
guard’'s residence wes tullt by prisoner
lsbor from stone guarriec from the site.
Inmates were employed in various tasks,
inclucing quarrying stone, brick making,
and cutting and storing ice from the
Laramie River for the Union Pacific
Railroad.

An administration sectior and second
cell block was added to the existing
prison structure in 1889, coubling the
number of cells at the penitentiary.
The south wing cell block was similar te
that of the nerth wing, except that
cells were made af iron.

Several buildings were constructed on
the prison grounds &5 support structures
for activities that occurred at the
site. One of these was built in 1892 &as
a workshop, with an addition built
in 1893, apparently served as a broom
fectory. Other structures were black-
smith shops, barns and livestock pens,
root cellars, boiler houses, ice houses,
and a bakery.

Wyoming became a state in July of
LBSE, Corntrol of the prison wzs trans-
ferred to the new government in January
1891. 1902, all prisoners were
transferred tc & new prison facility in
Rawlins. Several corvicts were tempor-
arily returned to Laramie due to over-
crowcing at the Rawlins penitentiary,
but by June 5, 19C3, the Wyoming Terri-
torial Prison was closed as a detention
Facility.

The Wyoming State Board of Charities
and Reform transferred use of the peni-
tentiary cgrounds in Laramie to the Uni-
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