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William Nephi Wardlaw was born in Windsor,, Missouri, an 

Augus-t ~, 1913,, to Ira and Stella May Tryon t-lardlaw .. For the fira.t. 

few months of Bill's lif~, . his family lived in Bowen, Mi&~ouri, a 

coalJ mining town.. The: Wardl,aws; were Welsh and far generations their 

men had worked. in the mines-.. 

ln the spring 0£ 1914, Bill' 9 ' parents-n a tong with hi a · maternal 

and paternal grandparent& moved to Wyoming and Montan& ta take u~ home­

ateading.. Ira \-la.rdla:w and his father-in-Daw ' filed on land aTound 

Sheridan, Wycuning and the elder Mr •. lilardlaw choose l!and' outside Decker, 

Montana. 

Under the Homestead Act,, the homesteaders were required to 

build a< sheLter of some kind ' within tliei .firat year which Ir<a - Wardlaw c{id. 

tt wa~~; a one room o·abin with ctirt flop;rs and curta,in& for partitio.ns .. 

Bil~ was just a toddler at the time, btit he remembers his father telling 

him this story:· "As my Darl worked with 18' Hewing axe..· on the l'ogs for 

thEf cabin,. I was sitting on the grc:rund playing with the wood chi'ps.. My 

Dad happen to look up and saw a rattllesnake slithering directly troward 

me. He knew he could not swing at the snake with the axe without hib­

ting me. So he grabbed me by the arm and threw me across the yard. Of 

cmurse, I started to howll and my Mo:ther came to the door to . see wha.t was 

going on. My Dad showed her the snake he had killed .. " 

While tfte family was on the homestead, another son Raymond 

was bo~n on April 18, 1916~ 

Homesteading a section of land or six hundred forty acres 

waa a day in and day out task. Since there' was no time for an outside 



job, the farm had to be to·tally- sellf-sufficient.. If you d'id not raise 

.. livestock· to sell, there· wa:s very littlle cash on handl,, so in ll917 ,, I tr .a 

Wa:rdlaw. let the !and revert back tOJ the go:vernment., He' moved the family 

into Kooi, Wyoming,, and went back into the cmly trade he knew·, . coelt 

mining .. 

On June 21, 1918, another g.on was box:n, Louis Lester .. ILittle 

Louis lived only five months .. He, a1l'ong with many G)thers,, was a victim 

~£ the flu epidemic that awept the country that year.. BiUl remember$ 

that time~: "Sm many families were affected by tblet~ flu. There were·. sick 

pa-rents with sick children. I was only" five years; old and I , had a little 

red wagon t\itat my Father had made for me.. The people would as:k me · to~ 

taka my wagon and get groceries for tHem~ They would give me a list 

and ] would go to the stlo·rca.. The grocer would have me bring my wagon 

to the end' of the counter and he would fill the order.. I was jusct a kid, 

and rr hadi fun doing this .. But my Mother told me, "BiUll, you w-ill never 

know what a bles'Bi·ng you have been to this town! ·" I never did catch the 

flUe IL 

Bi1lll was nat so fo.rtunate, however,, when it came to Rocky 

Mountain Spotted Fever.- When he: was; about seven or eight years o1d, he 

was spending the summer at his grandparentEf homesteadl outside of Sheridan. 

I 
While on his way to get the cows~ far the evening milking,t he · stOTJped' at 

the: house: and1 a'Sked his grandmothe:r f<ll'l a drink of water •. When she. brought 

the water to) him, she noticed. a ' tick embeddedl in his leg.. Bi-lili was not 

bothel;"eded, by it.. When you were out riding in the brush and grass,, you 

were bound to pick one up.. His grandmother doctored it with tu11pentine 

a-ndl tried to pull it out.. But, . unfortunatel1y , , the heaU' remained' under 
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under the skin. In the short time it took to get the cows in, , Bill. was 

sick.. His muscles became flaccicf and he ached· all over ... When BiU told! 

his grandmother how he fel~, she jerked up his shirt to find his body 

covered with spots •. At that time "tick" fe..ver was usually fata-l. His 

grandparents were greatly concerned and dispatched me: o1f their sons on 

& ten mile horseback ride to the nearest telephone. to·. inform Bill's 

parents.. When tHey a rrived·,, Billi wasc unconscious.. rra Wardl'aw asked 

the · doctor what could be done, and his reply was, "Mr. Wardlaw, there 

i a> no cure. But try giving him o-range- juice and1 castor oil' , three 

times a1 day." Bili was unconscious for fourteen days,, but pull,ed 

through~ Bill remember s his moth e r telling him of changing the sheets 

and how yellow they were.. It was from all the orange juice he had per­

s-pired. 

Yea:rs 1Jater when a1 vaccine for the fever c ame out, Bi·lll and 

his uncles all gat innoculations.. The uncles. ccmpl1ained to the docto-r 

about how the injeetions. had made them so sick. The doctor asked Bilt 

if· he had suffered any side effects.. Bill said not a one. The doctc:ur 

wa:e- surprised and wondered why.. Billl explained he had ha-d the fever. 

The doctor told him impatilently, "Get out of here, you are wasting my 

time and the medicine .. " Once a person has the fever and survives, he 

has a life time immunity. 

In 1922,, Ira \-lardlaw and his father-in-lawf)C Ne££ Tryon, decided 

to go to ~ lllinois and help the United Mine Wo-rkers.. Tryon wa-s a· charter 

member of the union and i during it s o-rganization,, had worked1 closel1y, with 

John L. Lewi s .. The union~ were having a tough time getting recogniton 

with the companies- in Illino.is,, Kentucky, and OhiG .. , .. Tryon and Wardlav 



felt they could l !end moral!- support by waliking the picket lines. But 

as the year progressed', the strike became nationwide and quite vi'olent. 

The. men dared not to put their l 1ives in jeo-pardy, be.cause of their fami-

11iea- and· tried to avoid the riots;.. Due to their affliati'on with the 

union,. Wardlaw'• and Tryon's names wera placed an a bVackrist which 

kept them from being hired by the cea l companie~- They all returned 

to Wyoming in 1923. 

Bil].! ' 's family then resided in the ~oll~owing \V yomh1g towns:: 

Ranchester, 1923; Dines, 1923-25; Rock Springs·, , 11925-26 ;: and Quealy, 

1926-28. In 1928~ Ira Wardlaw and his brother acquired the Riverside 

Mine in Kooi~ Wyoming. They felD victims- to the Stock Market CrasH of 

1929. The brothers lost the mine a nd were forced into bankruptcy. 

That fol~owing summer, Bil:l w9rked on the Cro:w Reservaion 

brea king horses. He lived with an Indian family and received board 

and room for his wages.. He ha~· been hired to br~ak saddle horsew for 

the children.. BU 1 reliates: My boss wanted the horses to be broken 

in such a manner that the children could crawl all ov~r it without the 

ho,a-e· moving.. To do so, I had to brea-k the horse 1 s spirit.. I swore 

I would never do that 8 gain.- I felt I had destroyed something." 

After losing the mine, the Wardl'aws moved into Sheridan, and 

Bill! was in his junior year of high schoon, when his father came to him 

and said l, "Bi·ll you will have to bring home your books.. The family 

needs you to go to work and I got a job for you at the mine .. " For 

Billl this .. was one of the most disappointing tUnes cr,f his life.. Know­

i:ing he woul~d probably never finish school, , he abeyed his father and went 

to wark.. Bill. ' s; starting wage · was one dollar for eaoch twoJ ton car of 

CD*~ that he loaded .. 



During this time, Btll joined' the National Guard!., He· attai·ned 

the rank of Private First Class in Troop B of the 115th Calvary. Every 

summer Bill re~orted far active duty at Pole Mountain Camp. The troops 

rode on scouting missions and would go through maneuvers af mock battles 

which included calvary charges. Tihe high light of the camp was Governor •·s: 
D41Y.. The troo~s-. ,, riding iin fu't'mation,, would parade acra.es the: field· 

before the governor~ Each time aroundv they would progres-sively change 

the canter o.£ the horse.. Fiinally, when they were... suppos«· to be "smaTtly" 

galloping by, "all hd J.l would' break' loose:.-" Horr.ses would be bucking and 

pitching and men would be flying in the air or w~towing in the dust. 

Bil'l reflects ., . "1t was kind of embarrassing., but the Governor seemed t<!li 

enjoy it •'' Bil1Il served in the regular National Guard for three years 
' 

and the reserv«; for eight years· .. 

The year 1J932 brought the Wardlaw&> back to Roclt• Springs .. 

Finding empio:yment was · difficult and Ira Wardlaw went to the superin-

tendent ~f the Quealy mine, Glenn Knox, and inquired if any positions-

were avail'abLe. He was told nothing would be open far at least a month .. 

Mr. Wardlaw. ae<ked if any hou&ing wa:s avail·a·ble. He was told it wauld 

be possible for the family to move into a house in camp.. The family 

utii~zed powder boxes and kegs for furniture and slept on the floor. 

Mealis consisted of macaroni and canned tomatoes.. Bill! recalls- that the 

neighbor w0men brought in dishes of food. When they were able, the 

Wardlaws reciprocated in kind .. 

Biill and his father got jobs he:lping to replace the power 

line poles between Sweetwater (Quealy) and the centr&J power station. 

One day, as they were working, a pole· rolled, and. in doing so, the live 



wire~ caught Billl on the back of his head. He was wearing a cowboy hat 

with a buckle on i it and the voltage went into his body a't the base of 

his skulll. ~Uthin seconds, his hair was burnt to a crisp and when his 

Dad got to him,, BHl' s mouth was turning black.. Mr. 1-lardlaw managed 

to remove the wires off Bill and revive him. When the doctor came to 

chec~ him over, Bil·t told him he ha<i a terrific he a dache and asked for 

some aspirin. The doctar brusquely told him, "You are going to be all' 

right •. You do not need aspirin, in fa-ct, do· not ever take it." Bilt 

continued, "I have foll.tawed" the doctor's advice.: and do not take a .. pirin •. 

But since th.qt accident I have ne.ver had at headache .. " 

After Bi.ilJL recoveredl from this- "shock" he went to work in the 

mina-s and continued to work in that industry for the next f0;rty five years. 

Bill l loved his work.. He says;, "I 8'lways-. preferred working underground, 

and to be out of the weath~r. ~nderground mining is no more dangerou~ 

than walking across the street.. Yo"U must always use caution." Bil'l 

e~rgerlr.' lieaTneti al'l he could about mining and and mine safety.. H~ re­

ceived his first a~d certificate from th,t Bureauaof~ M~~e~wben. he was 

fifteeny and cantinued to study mine sa£ety procedures until his re­

tirement. BilD was always ~ member of the United Mine Workers Union 

and feels:' the ,·'OrganUafioil!" de.finit-ely helped~ the m1nerttl. aruf th.etb.iamilTes-. 

In 1933, Bill attended · a birthday party where he met Irene 

Flew. A• he was ~reparing to leave, Irene grabbed his neck scarf and 

abscande~ with it. The scarf just happen to be a gift from a young lady 

with whom Bill1 was corre s ponding. When Bill related: the :1 incident to his 

folks, they felt be needed to .get it back~ So Bil~ drove over toRe­

l !iance and met Irene's family. Irene, with twinkling eyes, asked' Bill 
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the reason for his visit. Bi1·1 replied that she knew what had brought 

him there · and that he needed his scarf. BilL then questioned Irene 

for her actions; and her reply was, "1 thought tit was the only' w•y : I 

wo'uld get to see you again .. " 

Biill and Irene were married1 September 30 , . L.933. Bii1.1l.J has this 

to say concerning the courtship and marriage~ ''I used to hitch a ride or 

walk the twelve miles between Sweetwater and Reli&noeo..., a: .. l cou~tL lfene: J. 

£nd - even after I married Iter, she sti'llJ keeps me happin' '•" 

Ire·ne· and Billl are a couple who· really complement each other. 

Irene is outspoken,, excitable, a;nd a worrier .. Bill never gets agitated. 

and: takes: each day as it comes.. Regardless the situation, . Biltl never 

gets angry or raises hts voice.. Bill and Irene have share& fifty one· 

years together and they still lave and adore one another, They have 

two sans,. Gene and Ron,, who both reside in California·. 

A few month~ after the birth of their second son, Ron~ Bill 

fell ill with infllammatory rheumatism. His hands swelled sa, he was un­

a:blle to make · a fist •. Hi1s feet were so misshapened 11 he could not tie his 

boo-ts; and shuffl1ed as he wal k ed.. At the mine, the men were astonished 

that he aven bothered to come to work. The doctors, thought the infec­

tion his his body was due to infected teeth and they were extracted .. This 

brought no· change in his condition, however. He was sent to Lava Hot 

Springs, Idaho, for treatment in the mineral, pools.. Bill came back wi'th 

a terrific tan, but was ill again in two d§ys .. Fina-ll'y,, his tonsils were 

removed' and his condition impr(l)ved drama.ticalty .. 

If illiness did not keep Bill from working in the minesr pro-
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longed union strike • . did. As negotiations failed· and the walkout con-

tinued by the union,. the miners • foundt it necessarY; to seek Gltlier types 

of work. One:; job Bi,lL remembers particularly, was the Farson-Eden Pro-

ject. Bill• helped in clearing hundreds of acre& of sa-gebrusH so the • 1 

llana could be utilized for farming and ranching. Water can~s were 

dug ~ to . facilitate irriga-tion., Bill!!_ stat.ed th a t a:: man could always, find 

some job if he wanted to wo~W to tide him over during these strikes. 

l:t wae; a ' different story in 1:955-56, however. At this time 

the iUnio.n Eacific Rail'road decided to convert all! it& trains ft'om steam 

engines whi'ch burned coal, to diesel• engines.. s ·1nce coa:l was no longer 

in demand, t:he tnines were forced to close .. This action effected between 

six to nine thousand men in the Rock Springs· srea.. Many families moved. 

Bvll sta~ed and worke d nine different jobs that summer.. He was empVoyed 

by the Union Pacific Railroa~ for one · year. when hired by FMC, a trona-

mine •. 

Et FMC, BilL was in underground mining again.. He worked fo--r 

' 
ten yearS'' there when ill hea-l'th forced him to the surface and to a~ des:k 

jo·b .. He continued. there for another eleven years and then retired .. 

B~ll, of course did not spend all of his time working .. A~ 

most Wyoming-ites, Bill is fond of hunting and fishing. He serve~ on 

the boa~d of the Holy Communion Episcopal Church for about twelve years. 

Y~ · tliirteen yea rs h ~ was a scoutmaster with the Boy Scouts. He said 

this-; wars one of the most rewarding expe-rience&:>' of his life~ .. ,., 

When listening to the taped interview, o~e will notice at 

timea' that Bill!' s voice is choked withe emotion. As he remembered his 



family, the hard times they , had,_ the joys and the heartaches they shared~ ., 

BHU realized and expressed the love they had for one another... Looking 

back,, Biil L had this to sa:y of his life, '"I have ahd many experience& in 

my 1 if e time, from ohildhoO'd up to retirement, and' I would never, never 

take anything in exchange for it."' 
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