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EVERYBODY LIKES DELL—BUT MOST AVOID HER

Over the years, Dell Burke has helped scores of people down on their luck. She has always been a good touch for any fund drive.

“She’s had this place in the palm of her hand for years,” confided one civic leader.

“She loaned the town money during the Depression, single-handedly floated a water-sewer-and-light bond issues [sic], bailed us out when we were about to go under.”

Yet, women will cross the street to purposely avoid her. So do most of the men—some with good reason.

“They all know me,” said Dell with a touch of sadness in her husky voice. “But all they do is nod and smile.”

Dell Burke has been in business just off Main Street continuously over the past fifty-four years, running the two-story frame, always freshly painted Yellow Hotel.

In the vernacular of the Old West, the Yellow Hotel is now and always has been “a sporting house.”

—Excerpt from interview by Charles Hillinger, The Los Angeles Times, March 26, 1973
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I grew up on a ranch halfway between Lusk and Manville, Wyoming, and to the best of my knowledge, I never saw Dell Burke or any of her girls. I became intrigued by her when I attended her 1981 estate sale the year after she died. Listening to people tell anecdotes about her made me feel that hers was a story begging to be told in full; however, I was too focused on beginning my psychotherapy career to pursue it then.

When I visited Wyoming about twenty years later, I was excited to discover her mystique and history were still vivid in the memory of many people and began talking with those who had known Dell. I spent countless hours talking with more than a hundred people from across the country in the five years I researched this book; there still are pieces of Dell’s life that elude discovery. I wish I could have known her when she was alive, but then I might not have known her as well as I do now that I have had the privilege of learning about both sides of the double life she lived. Dell was a private person who dealt with both her shame and success with dignity and integrity.

Most episodes described in this book came directly from people who knew or had heard of Dell Burke. Some are based on information gathered from interviewees and history about that time period. Conversations in this book are fictitious dialogue based on first-hand accounts by interviewees and historical research and represent what Dell might have said. The events describing Dell’s move out of her marriage and into prostitution are based on multiple reports from interviewees and her family, along with history of that period. A similar technique was employed at several other points in her story.

When I began researching this biography in 2000, I had no idea I would be beholden to so many for so much—information, support, ideas, contacts, and financial assistance.

Proper appreciation would require writing an entire chapter to thank everyone, so my generic appreciation to the majority will have to suffice. If your name is not specifically listed, please don’t be offended; it does not reflect a lack of appreciation for your help. Special thanks go to:

• The young lady in the Sundance Museum whose intriguing comments indicated that Dell’s life story was still alive twenty years after her death.

• Loraine Fisher, whose insights, memories, and boxes of her great-aunt Dell’s memorabilia provided a wonderful opportunity to collaborate as we pieced the two sides of the story together, aided by her mother, Phyllis.

• My family, whose loving support, information, and ideas helped make this book possible. Thanks to my siblings, Phyllis, Jim, Mary Jean, and George; my daughter, Peggy; my niece, Chris; my son, Michael; and my life partner, Bill Martin.

• The ladies at the Stage Coach Museum in Lusk, the staffs at the museum in Worland and the Niobrara County Library of Lusk, and Arlene Eklund-Ernst at the Pioneer Memorial Museum in Douglas, all of whom provided information and assistance.

• The more than one hundred people who sat for hours sharing their memories and experiences of Dell, as well as others who came forward with information, newspaper clips, and memorabilia.

• Friends whose guidance and support helped sustain progress over the years—George Wm. Treat Flint, Sharon Logan, Peggy Rooks, and Gene Holm.

• The numerous members of the Writers’ Group of the Triad, Greensboro, North Carolina, whose support and guidance through the years has been most meaningful: editing by Mary Ferryman, J. J. Benson, Rebecca Chaney, Al Perry, and Nancy Gates; promotional materials from Bob Webb; business cards by Linda Newsom; genealogical assistance from Bob and Mary Webb; cover art by Connie Usry; and much critiquing by the Nonfiction Group members.

• I am grateful to editors Erin Turner and Stephanie Hester and The Globe Pequot Press for making it possible to share Dell’s story with readers.

—June Willson Read, Ph.D.
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A legend is a story handed down through generations and popularly believed to have a historical basis though it may not be verifiable. Because legends are passed down orally, details may be added to explain the unknown, and over the years some of these details may change.

Marie Fisher Law, dba Dell Burke, did not share her private life. Most people in Lusk knew little about her family, and her family knew little about her professional life.

The following anecdotes undoubtedly contain some fiction, yet these stories are included in a book of nonfiction because they were repeated often enough by people who knew her to merit inclusion.

Why Prostitution?

No one really knows what caused Marie Fisher to turn to prostitution. The fact remains that she married at age seventeen, and when she separated from Stephen J. Law about seven years later, she was still beautiful, no longer virgin, but capable and intelligent. She had few job skills to support herself.

Circumstantial evidence suggests that Dell may have discovered her husband had been married to another woman the entire time they were together. Records concerning the end of her marriage could not be located.

Whatever propelled Marie into prostitution, it was significant enough to cause her to make the tremendous leap from her traditional Lutheran upbringing. Based on her extreme discretion about her profession, it is probable she dealt with deep shame.

Marie Fisher Law took her circumstances, her abilities, and her appearance and made the most of them. She was successful. She conducted herself discreetly with the ethics and conduct befitting a well-mannered lady. She invested in people, the town of Lusk, and the western region, as well as in businesses, companies, and corporations.

Why Lusk?

Dell may have been approached by Casper bootleggers to help handle their whiskey trade in the Lusk–Lance Creek area in exchange for legal protection. She told friends that she had been over the back roads in South Dakota, making deliveries, and her car was rumored to contain a hidden compartment in the floor, where she carried moonshine.

She told Charles Hillinger in 1973 that she thought the name of the town was Lust, which made it an appropriate next stop.

Still another story is that she had two sisters in the area. However, family records show that Dell was the only daughter of Almeda and John Fisher, and she had only three older brothers. None of the brothers or their wives made Lusk their home.

She Must Have Been Highly Educated and Widely Traveled

Dell was an excellent conversationalist. She could talk with anybody about almost anything. She asked sensible questions and had a well-developed sense of humor. Her conversational ability suggested a good education. She was also a skilled raconteur who produced a compelling story. She read widely and used the information in her stories.

Her handwriting was attractive and easy to read. She wrote appropriate notes of appreciation, congratulations to acquaintances, and other letters to her family and friends.

In 1969 Dell told her accountant she had attended a Catholic academy in Grand Forks, North Dakota. However, no family history supports this. The family was strongly Lutheran and was making a meager living in the rough frontier of North Dakota. Dell was the youngest of four children, and none of her three brothers received higher education.

Family records indicate that she attended school in Ohio through the fourth grade and continued her education in a back room of the family’s North Dakota store. Dell’s claim of receiving a Catholic education was not supported by family information.

Records show that Dell regularly purchased many magazines, including Esquire, Bazaar, In Wyoming, Time, Ladies Home Journal, Vogue, National Geographic, Exchange, and the Wyoming Pictorial Magazine. She also subscribed to many newspapers, including the Scottsbluff Daily Herald, Wyoming State Tribune, the Farm Journal, The Lusk Herald, and Colorado Rancher and Farmer, as well as Dunn’s Review, and Status and Diplomat. She was also known to read many books and especially enjoyed historical novels.

She told several acquaintances that from the age of sixteen to eighteen she was married to a man in Malta, Montana, but his family did not accept her and “ran her off.” Although her mother’s scrapbook contains a newspaper clipping about a marriage planned when she was sixteen, family records show that only one marriage was consummated, and that was to Canadian Stephen Law the following year.

Dell enjoyed traveling. Records and photographs indicate that she spent time in Canada, Alaska, Mexico, and Hawaii and that she traveled extensively through Arizona, Texas, and California. Claims of her travel to the Orient could not be validated.

Friends

Dell was considered a charming, caring woman. Except for the offensive fence she erected between her property and the Smiths on First Street, Dell was considered a good neighbor.

Jerry Dull played an important part in Dell’s life for many years, yet publicly they maintained a casual relationship. Few people knew about the trips they took to California or realized they lived together at the country place part of the time. Exactly when they got together is unclear, but it is likely the attraction solidified while she took care of him after he lost his foot in the 1930 oil-field accident.

Dell had other friends. Her business partnership with Jerry and Maynard Bishop led to social interaction with Maynard’s wife and daughter. She spent time with the Plumbs; Eddie tended bar at the Oasis. Dell visited with Hester and Bill Smith Sr. and members of the Vollmer family. Among her other friends were the Duff Hollon family, the Bergstroms, Jim Griffith, and Don Whiteaker. Several friendly episodes were reported with other women. Although there is little record, it is likely that she continued her friendships with some of the people who left Lusk for Cheyenne and other places.

She Must Have Been Rich

Dell Burke was widely considered an astute businesswoman who knew how to make money and how to invest it. She claimed that she made $10,000 one year in the pre-Depression days in Alaska. Other stories indicate her income in Montana was as much as $100,000.

Everyone said she had to be rich. Otherwise how could she contribute to charitable organizations, educate kids, travel, loan the city of Lusk nearly $15,000 in 1929, run a hotel, and own a country place.

A counter belief is that Jerry Dull was the one with money. That coming out of his oil-field work, he had money, and his funds were used to buy the country place. Further, his gambling and bootlegging brought in a good income. It was rumored that Dell distributed his whiskey, and in the 1950s he set Dell up in business. Actually, the hotel had been in business about thirty years by then.

Other stories indicate that when Jerry hurt his leg in the oil-field accident, he was nearly destitute, and that Dell took him in. The country place was purchased after he was injured but before he had a chance to recoup with bar income. After her death, newspapers across the nation asserted she left behind between $275,000 and $1 million.

Did Dell Have Power?

There is no doubt Dell had power in Lusk, as well as across the region. She operated an illegal business with little legal intervention from 1919 until 1987. It was a commonly held belief that Dell loaned the city of Lusk money for the water and electric plant and possibly for the sewer system.

One resident of Lusk remembers hearing Dell admit she loaned the town the money to keep the power plant going, and that’s why they didn’t try to stop her business. Another informant remembers Dell commenting that she owned 51 percent of the light plant and saying, “It’ll be the darkest town in the state of Wyoming if they close me down.”

Still other residents remember hearing Dell deny she ever said that. She may have told different people different stories at different times. Oral historians note this frequently occurs.

According to numerous sources, Dell bailed out the town of Lusk by buying most of the bonds required for the purchase of new power plant equipment in 1930. It is likely they were call bonds, and Dell could have called them in any time before they were due. This is not the same as “closing Lusk down” or “cutting off their lights,” but it would have placed the city in a serious financial bind.

Another myth surrounding Dell is related to her political connections. She is reputed to have known and entertained a number of high Wyoming state officials. It is possible she made generous but discreet contributions to the political objectives of influential people who in turn made it possible for her to continue in business. At least one governor reportedly provided her with legal services.

An interesting but repudiated story describes a time when a postal worker believed Dell’s hotel should be closed. Dell is said to have retaliated by having the sheriff padlock the post office doors because Dell owned the building. However, that building belonged to Paul Godfrey, not to Dell Burke.

Dell contributed generously to most or all of the local churches, one of which gained windows thanks to her beneficence. Other congregations received support for their building funds. It is likely this made it harder for the church people to make serious efforts to oust her.

She Put a Number of Kids through College

Reports about Dell funding young adults’ college educations were made so frequently it seems impossible to believe they were all just rumors. Although these reports could not be validated, they add to her legend. Dell told people she helped kids go to college, but she never divulged the recipients’ names. She was quoted by Charles Hillinger as saying she had “sent two boys through college, one Stanford, the other UCLA. They both got Ph.D.s.” She commented recipients did not know she helped them because it was done through scholarships.

One mother told a neighbor that Dell had financed her sons’ education, but other family members vehemently denied this connection. Another possible recipient apparently bragged to a friend about receiving Dell’s support, but again, other family members denied it.

While it was impossible to prove whom Dell helped educate, it is believed she helped at least a dozen families. Although their identities could not be conclusively established, a profile of recipients could be drawn. Each was a bright, intelligent, and physically active boy. Interests varied but all the boys clearly benefited from higher education. A small number were already troublemakers, and others had that potential. They have all gone on to professional standings in Wyoming and across the nation, and many still hold a strong allegiance to Dell.

Why so much discretion? Dell may have believed her line of work could jeopardize the future standing of recipients if her connection were known. Some people may have chosen not to disclose this because they were embarrassed to admit where assistance came from or that they needed financial help at all. Another theory is that fathers of recipients may have spent money at the Yellow Hotel and wished to be unknown for obvious reasons.

Tributes to a Legend

Lusk is probably remembered by more people for the Yellow Hotel than for any other single person, event, or place. Whether it be from notoriety, fame, or infamy, the hotel brought attention and publicity to Lusk, and Dell Burke was in business longer than almost any other business of Lusk.

Dell is part of the history of Lusk, of Niobrara County, of Wyoming, and of the western frontier. Note was taken of her contributions in a Niobrara County history by Mae Urbanek in 1984, who wrote: “Another noted character of Niobrara County was Madam Dell Burke of Lusk. She received statewide publicity for her establishment, and for her generosity in giving great sums of money for civic improvement and charity.”

A quilt block, souvenir pins, a child’s perception of a Lusk business, a history by Larry K. Brown with reference to ladies who commemorate Dell annually, songs, poetry, and numerous personal collections all serve as reminders of her participation in history as the frontier moved forward.

In the early 2000s, Ross Diercks, Wyoming state representative and Niobrara County High School teacher, wrote lyrics and music for his song, “Bring Back the Yellow Hotel and the Wild Ol’ Buckaroo.” The following is an excerpt.
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In the late 1980s, Marilyn Kutzli from Andover, Iowa, was inspired to write a poem about the hotel and its business. An excerpt from her poem “The Yellow Hotel” reads:
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Whether they liked her or not, or whether they even knew her, Lusk residents could not completely ignore Dell Burke. Like a thread on the loom of small-town life, Dell and the Yellow Hotel are an integral part of the history of the western frontier.
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Some kids to college, too
And in the days of the Depression
She helped pull the whole town through
(chorus)
Saturday night, dodgin’ the fights
Play a little poker if your luck feels right
Slammin’ shots of whiskey
Feelin’ kindn risky
Better hunt some lovin’ before you get too tipsy
We don’t need no hoity-toity people tellin® us what ro do

Bring back the Yellow Hotel and the wild ol’ Buckaroo.
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Come listen to my story

About the yellow hotel in Lusk,

Still standing proud, but shabby

With its faded paint and dust.

The long, true tale was told me

as we rode through that western town.
Dell Burke was noted for her congeniality
With the money that she earned

She started a hotel and bordello.
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Madame Dell had the Yellow Hotel and her ladies
looked so fine
Sweet perfume, cozy rooms, and one hot-lovin’ time

But she sent “em to church on Sundays
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