OPINION - COMMENTARY

CHEYENNE HERALD — SPECIAL TO CH WEBSITE

For a few hours more than ten days,
Dwayne Sells lay in United Medical
Center.

For those same ten days, Laramie
County Coroner Bill Ryan had the op-
portunity to investigate the pair of in-
cidents which occurred at the Outlaw
Saloon between 1:00 and 1:20 am on
April 23, 2005.

It would be his call to determine, as
the form at the right indicates, whether
the death was of natural causes, an
accident, a homicide or a suicide.

Within an hour of Dwayne Sells being
pronounced dead at UMC, at 0650
(6:50 am) on May 3, 2005, Bill Ryan
completed the form at the right.

On the form, his judgment - having had
ten days to investigate, as is required
by state law - was that the death of
Dwayne Sells was a homicide.

He had the choice of leaving all pos-
sible causes of death blank, to be com-
pleted later by someone else.

Long after the death of Sells, a
coroner’s inquest was called but not
at the initiative of Bill Ryan. Laramie
County District Attorney Jon Forwood,
not satisfied with the investigation of
the Cheyenne police department - at
least to the point of not being comfort-
able with criminal charges being
brought in the matter - “directed” Bill
Ryan to call a coroner’s inquest.

At that inquest, as predicted by the
Cheyenne Herald before it was held,
he invited three personal friends to sit
in judgment on this complicated mat-
ter that the police department could
not be certain whether the criminal
offense initially written down on a
photo identifier tag (aggravated as-
sault) could or should be brought. The
second tag was completed well after
questioning the bouncers at the Out-
law within an hour of the incident.

Trained investigators could not deter-
mine with certainty exactly what had
happened at the Outlaw that night. But
three untrained and inexperienced
friends of the coroner would make that
determination after three-plus hours of
confusing and conflicting testimony

(with no deliberation) and with no
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adversarial questioning of witnesses.

The three inquest jurors, who were paid
$100.00 each for his service, were sim-
ply out of their element. Few criminal
defense attorneys could have reached a
reasoned and intelligent decision based
on the contradictory testimony presented
during the brief inquest. Attorneys who
were present had to sit by silently as ju-
rors posed inane and unhelpful queries.

The photo identifier tags, which had of-
fered a glimpse into the mindset of police
officers right after the incident, were not
introduced at the inquest nor were
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they shown to the jurors. It would have
been highly inappropriate for them to view
evidence outside the public’s scrutiny.

The Cheyenne Herald was recently criti-
cal of Bill Ryan for signing a death certifi-
cate and attesting to a cause of death
which was contradicted in an autopsy or-
dered and paid for by the family of the
deceased. But that is his job.

The fact that he signed the above form
and indicated, an hour after the death of
Dwayne Sells, that he ... HE, BILL RYAN,
CORONER ... had determined the death

to have been a homicide should have
carried some weight with the inexperi-
enced jury that he had brought together.
A jury of his friends who may have re-
spected his position and judgment.

There is no evidence to the contrary that
he continued to believe it was a homicide
up until and during the coroner’s inquest.
But he never shared those thoughts with
his handpicked jury nor those in atten-
dance atthe inquest. Like the photo iden-
tifier tags, this critical piece of informa-
tion was withheld - in spite of Ryan pro-
claiming that he wanted all possible

pertinent and relevant testimony and evi-
dence brought forward to the jury.

Those who say they were at the Outlaw
that night continue to come forward. At
least once a week, another contacts the
Cheyenne Herald. They don’t always pro-
vide clarity to a clouded picture but they
do offer further insight and unsworn tes-
timony. Documents like the tags and the
above form trickle into public purview.

Will there be more? Your guess is as

good as mine.
Dave Featherly
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