A Message to Outlaws

L. H. Musgrove was the leader of a group of prolific horse thieves, highway men (bandits robbing persons
traversing remote roads) and murderers operating in the western territories throughout 1867 and 1868.
Musgrove himself shot and killed at least four men in different states and territories before finally being
captured in Wyoming. He was brought back to Denver and placed in the Arapahoe County Jail. Members
of Musgrove’s gang vowed to come to the rescue of one another if ever in trouble. As Musgrove was the
leader, plans were already underway to break him out of the Arapahoe County Jail.
Sanford S.C. Duggan was an independent desperado who shot and killed a man in Black Hawk. Imprisoned
a short while for the murder, he apparently escaped and moved to Denver. While in Denver he was arrested
after beating his prostitute girlfriend, Kittie Wells to death with a pistol. Somehow he was able to avoid
prosecution and ended up in the Black Hills where he was once again implicated in a murder. Insufficient
evidence led to the release of Duggan and he eventually returned to Denver. There he met Edward Franklin,
one of Musgrove’s top lieutenants who came to Denver after learning of Musgrove’s confinement in the
Arapahoe County Jail. Finding themselves in need of cash, Duggan and Franklin wandered around Blake
and Lawrence Streets sticking-up unsuspecting pedestrians. Their third victim was not only a well-respected
member of the community, he was also the judge who presided over Duggan’s murder case concerning the
beating death of Kittie Wells. Fortunately for the judge, Duggan failed to recognize him and thus his life
was spared.
After the robberies, Franklin visited Musgrove in jail. Citizens infuriated over the robberies were vocal in
their demand for justice so Duggan and Franklin decided it was a good time to leave and fled to Golden.
There, Duggan was involved in a nighttime shootout with law officers outside a saloon resulting in the
death of an innkeeper hit by stray gunfire. Duggan evaded capture and disappeared into the darkness of
night as a drunken Franklin slept in his hotel room unaware of what was happening only blocks away.
Franklin, whose motto was, “Die, but never surrender” was contacted minutes after the gunfight in his hotel
room. A tremendous struggle ensued culminating in Franklin being shot and killed by authorities after
lunging for his gun.
Escapes from frontier jails were not uncommon and Musgrove bragged he would soon be freed from the
Arapahoe County Jail with the help of his gang. The public knew of this possibility and as aware of the
gunfight the night before in Golden, involving a Musgrove gang member. A crowd began gathering outside
the Larimer St. jail on November 23, 1868, reaching the consensus that Musgrove should be hanged for his
crimes before any escape attempt could be made. In broad daylight, a group of esteemed community leaders
making no effort to conceal their identity, entered the Arapahoe County Jail without opposition and forcibly
removed Musgrove from his cell. Musgrove was pushed in front of the crowd and walked down to the
center of the Larimer St. Bridge over the Cherry Creek. He was permitted to write two notes to family
members proclaiming his innocence as his legs were tied together by armed men. A horse-drawn wagon
appeared and Musgrove was ordered to climb aboard. The wagon slowly moved westward across the bridge
around to the dry creek bed below, stopping under a dangling noose. Asked if he had any final words the
defiant Musgrove replied, “Go on with your work.” Musgrove stood on the wagon silently glairing into the
crowd, perhaps in search of his gang and a last minute rescue attempt as the noose was fitted around his

neck. Musgrove calmly rolled a cigarette for a final smoke as the crowed grew restless, shouting demands
to know where the rest of the gang was and urging the driver to “drive on.”
His hat pulled down over his eyes he felt the motion of the wagon slowly pulling forward. Musgrove tossed
his cigarette and in an effort to expedite his own death, jumped up from the wagon only to find it still under
his feet when he landed. Jumping up a second time, nothing prevented the weight of his body from dropping
full force and this time, his neck broke immediately causing instant death. The crowd dispersed as quickly
and as orderly as it had formed.
When Duggan was eventually captured outside of Cheyenne, there was already talk of making another
example out of him. Knowing there was a likelihood of Duggan also being lynched by citizens, an effort to
avoid his detection was made by changing the arrival time of the stagecoach hours before its regularly
scheduled time to Denver. This nearly worked but the approaching coach garnered much attention from
onlookers on 15th St. Soon the team of horses pulling the coach was racing down 15th. Street avoiding the
pursuing mob. The coach arrived at the Larimer St. Jail only to find nearly five-hundred people already
waiting. The coach nearly plowed through the crowd when it reached its destination. A trembling Duggan
was hurried into the Arapahoe County Jail but the prisoner was hardly out of harm’s way. It was widely
believed Duggan would meet the same fate that befell Musgrove the very afternoon of his arrival to jail.
In anticipation of this spectacle, people began lining the sidewalks along Larimer St. from 15th St. to the
Larimer St. Bridge over Cherry Creek. The bridge was already occupied by children saving their spot in
the hopes of getting an unobstructed view of the hanging. Hours passed and nightfall came without any
such occurrence happening. Assuming the lynching had been postponed, the would-be spectators returned
home. Information had been leaked that Duggan was to be transferred to the Denver City Jail on Front
Street (Now Speer Blvd) that night. It was December 1, 1868, and the prisoner transport wagon was just
crossing the west end of the Larimer St. Bridge onto Front Street when a whistle sounded and suddenly, the
wagon was surrounded by over 90 armed men forcing it to a halt. Duggan was removed and taken to a
nearby field with large cottonwood trees. The transport wagon was also seized and moved under one of the
trees where a rope was thrown over a limb. In an instant, Duggan found himself standing on the wagon with
a noose around his neck. Asked for any final remarks, Duggan requested a Catholic priest and denied one
of the killings while claiming self-defense in another. The sobbing 23-year-old begged for his life and
prayed for mercy. He initially denied any part in the robberies, then admitted it was done only because he
was “starving” and in desperate need of money. The order was given to “drive on,” and his body dropped
eighteen inches from the wagon, breaking his neck. Duggan’s body was cut down the following day and
turned over to the coroner. The message to outlaws by the people of Denver had been sent.
Source: Hands Up; Twenty Years of Detective Life in the Mountains and on the Plains: “Musgrove and His Gang” D. J. Cook. University of
Oklahoma Press 1958 (Other accounts have Sanford S.C. Duggan named as Sam Dougan and Musgrove listed as Musgrave)

The lynching of Musgrove Gang Leader, L.H. Musgrove from the Larimer St. Bridge November 23, 1868.
Illustration: Hands Up; Twenty Years of Detective Life in the Mountains and on the Plains: “Musgrove and His Gang” University of Oklahoma
Press 1958.

The body of Sanford S.C. Duggan as seen the morning after the night of his December 1, 1868 lynching from a
cottonwood tree west of the Larimer St. Bridge near the Cherry Creek. Photo credit unknown.

Larimer Street 1860: This amazing photo taken August 1860, marks the arrival of the first steam boiler in Denver
City. Looking as if it’s from the set of a Hollywood western, the photo itself captures the transformation of the
emerging city with log cabins visible to the left, wooden storefronts built after the establishment of saw mills and
modern brick buildings at right. All this less than two years after a settlement known as St. Charles changed its name
to Denver City. The post office building in the center later became a federal holding facility during the Civil War to
detain confederate sympathizers. The Arapahoe County Sheriff’s Office began using the building to house its
prisoners in 1862 and later purchased the building outright in 1869 making it the first Arapahoe County Jail. Prior to
this, prisoners were housed in cabin like structures. It was at this Larimer St. jail that outlaw L.H. Musgrove was
forcibly removed by an angry mob and lynched from the Larimer St. Bridge over the Cherry Creek.
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