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Equality State?

In the last issue of the Herald, a refer-
ence was made to the University not in-
terviewing a qualified African-American
candidate to become its next head foot-
ball coach. Here’s what was written:

Another interesting thing about this search
for the next head football coach at the
University of Wyoming is that there was
no real consideration given to an African-
American candidate. Turner Gill was
probably the best choice and he was
given no consideration. He was an as-
sistant coach at Nebraska when they won
three national championships. The
Equality State? Wyoming? Not so.

A reader, one who occasionally e-mails
about errors planted in the Herald so that
readers like him can find them and feel
superior - at least for a bit - criticized the
reference. He believes that not interview-
ing a black candidate does not affect
Wyoming’s claim as the Equality State.

And, he’s right. That alone does not take
away the right to claim that this state,
above all others, is the Equality State. In
spite of his reading every issue, every line
and every nuance, he has not picked up
on a writing style of “hyperbole for effect”
and a tongue-in-cheek manner of present-
ing some things to get readers to think.
Not to agree. Not to get mad. To think.

Women readers have no problem grasp-
ing what is meant by the less-than-seri-
ous position that Wyoming is not the

Equality State. Ask them about the dis-
parity in wages between men and women
holding the same job. Equality my ascot.

Many defenders confuse the fact that
Wyoming was the first territory to grant
women the right to vote (suffrage) with
equality. Wyoming can be legitimately
proud of being the first territory to grant
women’s suffrage. But they should know
that the deed was an effort to gain popu-
lation - thinking it would be easier to get
families to move to the territory with that
offering - not fairness. And that right was
not granted without great opposition. All
of the western territories were doing the
same thing and all territories that gained
statehood during the period were grant-
ing women the right to vote.

The reader also pointed out that Wyoming
was first (again as a territory) to allow
women to serve on juries. Technically cor-
rect, he may be unaware that the right was
rescinded and not re-granted for decades.

An article in Women Lawyers’ Journal,
dated April 1927, pointed out that nine-
teen states allowed women to serve on
juries and Wyoming was not listed among
them. It was also pointed out that women
were “eligible jurors” in Utah but were ex-
empted from jury duty so they did not
serve. Nice touch. Equality, though.

New York considered bills that would al-
low women to sit on juries to be “experi-
mental legislation.”
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Apparently, Wyoming did “experimental”
things because of the lack of residents.
That same 1927 article went on:

“It is interesting to observe the history of
the recognition of woman in the position
of juror. In 1870, women were called for
duty in outlaw settlements in Wyoming
albeit under the law they were not eli-
gible. They were drafted because of the
necessity for reliable citizens. Later the
practice was discontinued. Although first
to grant woman suffrage and first to elect
a woman governor, Wyoming still dis-
qualifies her daughters from the jury box.”

So, while Wyoming can lay some claim
to equality when it comes to women serv-
ing on juries, there are facts lacking from
that boast. Insofar as having the first
elected governor, that is also accurate
as far as it goes.

Nellie Tayloe Ross was elected Wyoming
governor but that’s not all of that story.
In 1922, her husband, a Democrat who
had run for elective office several times
but always lost to a Republican, was
elected governor of Wyoming. A year
and a half into his term, he died. The
Democrats nominated his widow, Nellie
Tayloe Ross to run in the ensuing spe-
cial election and, despite not campaign-
ing, she won easily. In 1926, she sought
re-election and was defeated.

She was the nation’s first female gover-
nor and Wyoming’s ONLY female gov-
ernor in large part because of the circum-
stance of her husband dying in office.
She was much more successful as Di-
rector of the National Mint from 1933-
1953. At the 1928 Democratic National

Convention, Ross received 31 votes for
vice president on the first ballot.

It is interesting to note that the Wyoming
Constitution, continuing women’s right to
vote if Wyoming were granted statehood
in 1890, was approved with more than
2/3 of the vote - ALL MALE!

Also, when the suffrage bill was written,
there were but 22 members of the Wyo-
ming Legislature. Done today, there is a
question whether the male dominated
Legislature would again approve
women'’s right to vote. (This is a joke.
Save your e-mail.) Equality, of course,
has to do with much more than women'’s
right to vote. Itis about equal treatment.

The same e-mailer pointed out that Wyo-
ming had the first female justices of the
peace. That also is true. The year be-
fore women were allowed to sit on juries
temporarily and out of necessity, two
women were appointed justices of peace
- one being Esther Morris, a Sweetwater
County justice of the peace. She had
barely stepped off the stage from lllinois
when she pressed to grant suffrage to
women, believing it would attract more
women and families to the isolated terri-
tory. Lost in the excitement of women’s
suffrage is the fact that other laws were
passed in the 1869 Wyoming legislative
session, giving married women the right
to own property, the right to serve on ju-
ries, and equal pay for female teachers.

Some Wyoming women had equal pay
in 1869. Do theyin 20097 And they lost
the right to serve on juries for decades.
Wyoming should be called the Women'’s
Suffrage State, not the Equality State.
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