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On July 29, 1895, eleven-year-old Earl  
Kent stepped up to the witness box in a Fargo 

courtroom to testify against Myron Kent, his father.  
The Minneapolis Journal described the scene:

As the prisoner looked up and beheld his son, stand-

ing with his right hand raised, taking an oath that he 

would tell all he knew about the tragic killing of his 

mother, Kent burst out into tears, and the drops forced 

themselves into the white handkerchief, which he held 

closely pressed over the lower part of his face. So touch-

ing was the scene that even the attorneys and spectators 

were moved as the boy ascended the steps leading to the 

witness stand. The loud sobs of the prisoner could be 

heard throughout the large courtroom, and continued 

for several minutes.1 

Thirteen years earlier, Myron Rudolph Kent had 
founded Mora, the seat of Kanabec County. He bought 
the townsite, filed the initial plat, and became post-
master and then county attorney. A lake west of town was 

named for him. Kent then disappeared, soon to emerge 
at the center of a legal and political battle that the Min-
neapolis Journal judged “without parallel in the criminal 
annals of the northwest.” Mora’s newspaper went even 
further, proclaiming Kent’s case unparalleled in the his-
tory of the entire United States. His ordeal was reported 
in newspapers as distant as the New York Times and the 
San Francisco Call, and midwestern papers carried Kent 
stories regularly for almost three years.2

Myron Kent arrived in east-central Minnesota in 
early 1881. He was 36 but represented himself to be 
younger. His wealthy parents, he said, remained in Eng-
land. Kent was an accountant and found employment 
with the logging concerns operating in the area. At mid-
night on New Year’s Eve in 1882, he married Julia Laird, 
the 19-year-old daughter of a prosperous timber family 
then relocating to Minneapolis. Whether because of the 
couple’s age difference or character flaws they perceived 
in Kent, Julia’s parents and her forceful brothers, Frank 
and Bruce, strongly opposed the marriage. After a year, 
Myron and Julia’s son Earl was born.3

In Mora Kent was, the Kanabec County Times later 
recounted, “the life of the town.” Here he became friends 
with Stanton D. Seavey, who lived with the Kents for two 
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In March 1894, Kent’s old Mora friend Seavey, now 
working in West Superior, Wisconsin, received an unan-
nounced visit from Kent. Myron seemed “hard up, despon-
dent and discouraged” and asked for a six-hundred-dollar 
loan so he could travel to England and procure a large 
sum from his parents. What Kent did not tell Seavey 
was that he was short between three hundred and six 
hundred dollars of insurance-company money he had 
handled as an agent. Seavey gave Kent twenty dollars and 
words of encouragement; Kent departed for Chicago. The 
very next day Seavey and the rest of Kent’s Mora friends 
were shocked to read in the Kanabec County Times: 
“Mrs. M. R. Kent, formerly of Mora, was instantly killed 
at Mandan, N. D., Wednesday morning. It is claimed that 
burglars were trying to get into the farm house, and the 

years; J. C. Pope, an attorney headed for the state legis-
lature; and C. E. Williams, the county sheriff who made 
Mora his home into the second half of the twentieth 
century. In 1885 the Kents moved to the Twin Cities, and 
Myron was put in charge of the Lairds’ Falls River Manu-
facturing Company. Trouble followed: twenty thousand 
dollars of Laird money was lost—whether in a bad invest-
ment or a swindle engineered by Kent is not clear— 
and Julia’s family washed their hands of Myron Kent.4 

Leaving Julia and Earl in Minneapolis, Kent set off 
to reestablish himself. He was gone two years, traveling 
to both coasts without luck. From California he wrote 
Frank Laird to say he was so disconsolate he considered 
shooting himself. A few years later, when the public was 
becoming interested in Myron Kent and Frank Laird, the 
papers gleefully reported that Laird had replied, “telling 
him to go ahead, and if he did not own a gun to do the 
job with, he would be delighted to send him one.” 5

Kent landed in Mandan, North Dakota, and in 1892, 
to the Lairds’ dismay, Julia agreed to join him there. Her 
brothers urged a divorce. Frank told Julia, “I wished to 
god I could follow [you] to Lakewood” (the Minneapolis 
cemetery) “instead of knowing that [you are] going to 
him.” But in Mandan Kent appeared to right himself. He 
opened a law office but was essentially a jack of all trades: 
his letterhead advertised not only legal services but also 
insurance, real estate, title examination, banking, ac-
counting, engineering, and surveying.6

Julia Laird Kent
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speaking broadly, into two classes.” Tuttle, under the  
banner “A Great Scoundrel,” made clear to which class  
he belonged. 

The one class has insisted from the first that he was 

a thorough scoundrel, and they have predicted that 

he would go out of town in a sudden, leaving a large 

number of mourning creditors; and the other class 

have claimed that he was one of the smartest and finest 

men that ever struck the county. . . . There was some-

thing about the man that seemed to render him able to 

hypnotize people. . . . He had a glib tongue. . . . He was 

experienced in getting out of tight holes, and he did this 

to perfection. . . . It is a question if this state ever was 

visited by a bigger scoundrel—a man who spent his time 

so successfully and assiduously in robbing the poor.11

Tuttle had found a bountiful source for all things 
Kent: Frank Laird. The Lairds arrived immediately to 
take their sister’s body and Earl back to Minneapolis. 
(Earl initially resisted, jumping off the departing train 
and dodging through Mandan’s alleys.) Upon returning 
to Minneapolis, Frank Laird, who had political influence, 
met with Mayor William Eustis. Eustis agreed to assign 
John Hoy, the best detective in Minneapolis’s police de-
partment, to the case.12 

On April 9, almost a month after Julia’s 
death, Seavey received a letter from Kent. Writ-

ing from Trenton, a small village in southwest Nebraska, 
and using the alias W. H. Strong, he told Seavey, “I am 
just out of money.” He wanted Seavey to send more. 
“Let no living soul know where I am,” Kent implored. “I 
know I can trust my life in your hands.” The letter made 
no mention of Julia. “Do you know your wife has been 
murdered?” Seavey immediately wired back. Kent’s reply: 
“No. Comply with the request of my letter.” The Kent saga 
would produce thousands of words, few more important 
than these.13

Sheriff Bingenheimer circulated ten thousand 
“wanted” posters. One found its way to Trenton, where in 
late April the local sheriff recognized the newly arrived 

hired man discovering their presence got a shot gun and 
fired. Instead of shooting the burglars he shot Mrs. Kent. 
He was arrested and an inquest held. The old settlers of 
Kanabec county will receive the tidings with sorrow.” 7 

The farmhand was Tom Swidensky—the “Ignorant 
Bohemian,” the St. Paul Globe called him—a 30-year-old 
who had emigrated as a teenager and been with the Kents 
half a year. On March 13 he had been drinking, and his 
behavior had caused Julia to ask Earl, now ten years old, 
to sleep in her bed that night. After nightfall Swidensky 
woke Julia and Earl, and the three moved from window 
to window, unnerved, as Swidensky later testified, by 
two men who had been peering in. Swidensky’s double-
barreled shotgun discharged and, before Earl’s eyes, blew 
away half of his mother’s head; the barrel had been so 
close that her face was blackened by the powder.8 

Swidensky and Earl rushed to the neighbor’s farm; on 
the way, Earl warned Swidensky that he saw one of the 
men lying in a haystack. Swidensky went into town and 
gave himself up for arrest, “crying and wailing as though 
his heart would break,” policeman J. C. Clark reported. 
Sheriff George Bingenheimer took custody of a small 
notebook in Swidensky’s possession. A coroner’s jury was 
assembled. Swidensky and Earl testified in detail about 
the intruders—their size, facial features, and clothing—
and Julia Kent’s death was ruled accidental.9 

When Sheriff Bingenheimer entered the Kent house 
the next morning, one of the men with him was R. M. 
Tuttle, whose multiple jobs allowed him access to the 
heart of the Kent tragedy. Tuttle was editor of the Man-
dan Pioneer. He was also the stenographer for the county 
court. Bingenheimer, an owner of the Pioneer, placed 
Tuttle on the coroner’s jury.10 

Though acquitted, Swidensky was kept in jail until 
Myron Kent returned. A week went by—no Kent. The 
Kanabec County Times uneasily reminded its readers 
that “during all of his misfortunes Mrs. Kent was his 
staunchest and most faithful friend, and there are very 
few who can believe that he had anything to do with her 
death.” Tuttle didn’t buy it. “That portion of this com-
munity which has had any dealings with Myron R. Kent,” 
the Mandan Pioneer declared, presenting a theme that 
would follow Kent his entire life, “has been divided, 

“ Let no living soul know where I am.  
I know I can trust my life in your hands.”



The manhunt for Kent stretched through the sum-
mer. As Hoy led the search, Ehrlichman, taking a page 
from Myron Kent, adopted the name Dublinsky and paid 
a visit to Swidensky’s brother in Iowa. Ehrlichman was a 
striking figure, Tuttle told his Mandan Pioneer readers, 
having “dark features and black piercing eyes. A heavy 
dark moustache hides a row of pearly teeth.” Speaking 
in Swidensky’s native tongue, Ehrlichman/Dublinsky 
represented himself to be Tom’s lawyer. He brought back 
to Mandan a letter in which Joe Swidensky urged his 
brother to tell lawyer Dublinsky everything.17 

Tom Swidensky was told that Kent had been ap-
prehended. He was then led from his cell to a room he 
believed to be a courtroom. Ehrlichman, Sheriff Bingen-
heimer, and State Attorney H. G. Voss were present, 
along with Tuttle and policeman Clark, and each had a 
role to play. Ehrlichman was Swidensky’s lawyer, Voss 
his prosecutor. Bingenheimer, the man Swidensky feared 
more than any other, was the judge. In the course of his 
“trial,” Swidensky offered a confession: During the month 
preceding Julia Kent’s death, Myron had persuaded 
Swidensky to kill her. If done right, Myron asserted, it 
would look like an accident; Earl was young and impres-
sionable enough to adopt Swidensky’s interpretation 
of events. Myron, who would be in England collecting 
thirty thousand dollars from his mother, would rendez-
vous with Swidensky at a specified town “down in the 
Cherokee nation” and pay him eighteen thousand dollars 
for the murder. Kent informed Swidensky that he had 
already killed his first wife. “Tom,” Swidensky said Kent 

Kent and took him into custody. Kent persuaded the sher-
iff that handcuffs would not be necessary. “He was dressed 
so nicely and was so gentlemanly all the time that people 
could not believe him guilty of any crime,” a Trenton resi-
dent later wrote. Kent was put under house arrest until 
Bingenheimer could arrive. While eating supper at the 
deputy sheriff ’s house one night, he went into the kitchen 
for a drink of water, walked out the back door and down 
to the river, and followed the river out of town.14 

Back in Mandan, Kent’s escape convinced the coro-
ner’s jury to revise its verdict and conclude that whether 
the shooting of Julia Kent was accidental could not be 
determined. Swidensky remained in jail. Sheriff Bingen-
heimer intercepted three letters from the prisoner and 
sent these to Detective Hoy and Frank Laird in Minne-
apolis. The letters, addressed to a brother in Iowa, were 
translated by Walter Ehrlichman, an interpreter in Min-
neapolis’s municipal court who spoke eight languages. 
“Oh how I wish you were here for at least a short time,” 
the last letter said, “that I could unload a great weight 
that lays upon my heart.” Despite Ehrlichman’s protests, 
Mayor Eustis, at the Lairds’ urging, “commanded” him—
Ehrlichman’s characterization—to join the investigation 
of Myron Kent.15 

What Hoy and Ehrlichman discovered 
over the next several months went beyond 

even the Lairds’ suspicions. Kent’s family was from Ohio, 
not England. Further, Kent was not Kent: he had been 
born William Wiley Pancoast. As a young man, Pancoast 
had married an “unusually handsome and accomplished” 
woman named Emma Terrell. He rose quickly in bank-
ing: the Medina Gazette [Ohio] recalled him as “the 
most talked about young man in the county . . . the local 
young Napoleon of finance.” After four years of marriage 
Emma died, and the following year Pancoast embezzled 
fourteen thousand dollars from the First National Bank 
of Medina, contributing to its collapse. He fled to Can-
ada, and rumors began to circulate that he had poisoned 
Emma. For seven years Pancoast was on the run, travel-
ing from Toronto to England, France, and Belgium; to 
Galveston, then back to Toronto and England and on 
to Scotland; then to Chicago, San Francisco, and even-
tually Australia. In North America he used the name 
Jud C. Lane; in Europe, Angel Herrick and then James 
Watson; in Australia, J. F. Lane. Not until he arrived in 
Minnesota, the year before founding Mora, did Pancoast 
become Myron R. Kent.16 

Julia Kent apparently knew nothing of her husband’s 
embezzlement but had learned of his false identity 
about three years before her death. At the time, she 
told Kent she was considering an investigation into  
his past—motive, the prosecution would later argue,  
for her murder.

Montana and clearly trying to win her back, became 
part of the trial transcript. 

there nearly all day about broken hearted. . . .  
So far as looking me up Julia, the world is open to 
every body and you will find my life and character 
clean and unsullied.

“Clean and unsullied”



almost 200 miles south, walking all but 30 miles of the 
journey. He believed he was dying, at one point going 
three days without food or water. After a month he strag-
gled into Aroya, a ranch in arid eastern Colorado. Identi-
fying himself as J. C. Pope, Kent worked at the ranch all 
summer; it was from Aroya that he wrote the real Pope. 
Pope warned Kent that his address was now known to 
the Lairds’ detectives. Kent immediately left Aroya.22 

Guessing that Kent was running toward territorial 
New Mexico, Ehrlichman took the trains to tiny Arling-
ton, Colorado. To obtain the confidence of Arlington’s 

told him, “my wife is suspicious about something and I 
cannot let it go much longer.” 18 

Kent, Swidensky confessed, had described in great 
detail how the “accident” would occur. As Kent recited, 
Swidensky copied the story down in the small notebook 
that Bingenheimer had confiscated, soon to be famous 
as the “black book.” Kent ordered Swidensky to read the 
account repeatedly and commit it to memory to avoid 
any inconsistencies when he was questioned after the 
shooting. Kent also ordered him to destroy the book after 
shooting Julia. This last step Swidensky, in his excite-
ment, forgot to do.19 

One of Swidensky’s intercepted letters mentioned that 
Kent had a lawyer friend in Mora. Ehrlichman, still operat-
ing as Dublinsky, fabricated letterhead and business cards, 
remade himself with a silk tie and cane, and returned to 
Minnesota to see that friend: J. C. Pope. He introduced 
himself as Swidensky’s lawyer and asked Pope whether he 
might be willing to help clear Kent’s name. Pope agreed 
and volunteered that he had recently received letters from 
the fugitive. Dublinsky thanked Pope and left.20 

On the following Sunday, Seavey came visiting from 
West Superior. Pope offered to show him the most recent 
letter from their mutual friend. The hapless Pope took 
Seavey to his office and, as the Kanabec County Times 
tells the story: “Mr. Pope opened his desk and lo! and be-
hold! the letter, nor any of Kent’s letters, could be found. 
It dawned upon Mr. Pope then that he had fallen into a 
trap and had been made a tool of the detective which dis-
pleased him greatly.” 21 

After escaping from Trenton, Kent had wandered 

Up-and-coming attorney J. C. Pope

Mock Trial?
Kent’s lawyers later decried the manner 
in which Swidensky’s confession was 

-
hemently denied the defense’s portrayal 
of the interrogation as a “mock trial.” 

deeper: they believed Swidensky had 

Dakota assumed the same. Seven years 

later, when President William McKinley’s 
assassin was apprehended, the Minne-
apolis Journal urged that he be tortured,  

-
able . . . that [Swidensky] would have 
disclosed the information that led to the 
arrest of his employer, had it not been  
for the torturing process.” 

Swidensky never alleged that he was 

tortured, but did testify that, while in cap-
 

all the time” and was willing to confess  
“if someone was allowed to stay with me.” 

trusted, remained with the prisoner for a 

was tortured, the torture appears to have 
been psychological, rather than physical. 

Sources: Mandan Pioneer, Minneapolis Journal,



Swidensky’s drinking was introduced. As for Swidensky’s 
confession, Hildreth argued that Ehrlichman’s fee from 
the Lairds was contingent on a conviction, reason enough 
for Ehrlichman to convince Swidensky he would be freed 
should Kent be found guilty.26 

Frank Nye soon took command of the trial. He was un-
deterred by evidence that there had been no insurance on 
Julia’s life. Kent’s motive, he argued, was to keep his wife 
from learning of his Ohio crimes; Nye ridiculed the idea 
that embezzlement of a few hundred dollars would have 
caused Kent to flee in the wake of his wife’s death. Dur-
ing his four-hour closing argument, Nye baited Hildreth: 
“The counsel for the defendant has said that ninety and 
nine guilty men should escape than one innocent man be 
convicted. It is true, gentlemen of the jury, that for many 
years last past in this northwest, the ninety-nine guilty 
men have escaped and the one innocent man has been 
convicted.” The jurors began to deliberate at 8:30 p.m. on 
the trial’s final day. At 2:30 a.m. they returned their ver-
dict: Kent was guilty, to be punished by hanging.27

Hildreth immediately moved for a new trial; Judge 
Winchester denied the motion. Hildreth then appealed 
to the North Dakota Supreme Court. Among the many 
grounds on which Hildreth sought reversal was the trial 
court’s willingness to let Swidensky testify. Swidensky, 
Hildreth argued, was a murderer and perjurer who “was 
utterly devoid of integrity and was the very consum-
mation of evil itself.” Hildreth also attacked the state’s 

leaders, he told them he was the agent for a colony of 
Mennonites looking to settle in the area. On September 
2, Ehrlichman, the municipal court bureaucrat, appre-
hended Kent, whom he found collecting bones. Kent, 
who was now calling himself I. O. Hope, had $3.17 in his 
pockets. The train back to Mandan passed through Min-
neapolis, and Ehrlichman’s prisoner must have compre-
hended the difficulty of his situation when, at the depot, 
he was hailed boisterously by Detective Hoy: “How are 
you Pancoast?” 23

K ent had been on the run almost six 
months. The case’s notoriety had attracted Mel-

vin A. Hildreth, a young Fargo lawyer who, a few years 
earlier, had been among the founders of North Dakota’s 
Democratic Party. Hildreth agreed to defend Kent. Arriv-
ing in Mandan to meet his client, Hildreth was appalled 
at the public conviction Tuttle had been broadcasting 
week after week in the Pioneer. To defuse the pretrial 
publicity, Hildreth demanded that W. H. Winchester,  
the local judge assigned to preside over Kent’s murder 
trial, step aside. Judge Winchester testily refused, and in 
November 1894 Myron Kent’s trial began.24 

Public interest was great; each day the courtroom was 
filled. The Lairds, Hildreth’s colleague James Campbell 
remembered bitterly, “kept the very air around the court 
house charged with rumors of the many and terrible 
crimes Kent had committed, detectives and newspapers 
were more than busy telling of Kent’s guilt.” Further, 
Sheriff Bingenheimer, one of the prosecution’s witnesses, 
was in charge of assembling the pool from which the jury 
would be chosen. To add insult to injury, editor Tuttle 
was the court stenographer. But the greatest outrage, 
Hildreth believed, was the Lairds’ purchase of their own 
government attorney. Frank M. Nye, Hennepin County 
Attorney and Minneapolis’s top prosecutor—but not a 
member of the North Dakota bar—was brought to Man-
dan to assist State Attorney Voss.25 

Campbell gave the opening statement for the defen-
dant. He insisted, the Mandan Pioneer reported, that if 
Julia Kent could “take the witness stand and point her 
finger at the real murderer. . . . that finger would unerr-
ingly point to Swidensky, and her hovering angel form 
would sit by, brood over and protect the sorrowing hus-
band now being tried for murder.” The defense’s theory 
was that Kent had left Mandan and remained on the 
run, even after learning of Julia’s death, because he was 
afraid of being arrested for embezzlement. Evidence of 

Sheriff George Bingenheimer,  

the man Tom Swidensky most feared
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is against you we still believe you innocent.” Kent’s father 
died a short time later.30 

“The whole atmosphere of the court room is changed,” 
the optimistic Kent told Hildreth as jury selection began 
for the new trial in July 1895. “Nearly all present either 
spoke, nodded their heads, or shook hands and wore 
expressions of good will.” Hildreth was not so sure. He re-
quested that the new judge, William B. McConnell, move 
the trial out of Mandan. Judge McConnell at first refused, 
but reversed himself when the first 22 men called from 
the jury pool all expressed opinions about the case. The 
trial was moved 200 miles east, to Fargo. Not that this 
improved things much for Kent. “All the detectives were 
in Fargo several days before the case got there,” defense 
attorney Campbell later recalled, “and they stayed there 
and repeated the Mandan dose to poor Kent. The steam 
roller was well oiled and was kept going.” 31 

The trial ran three weeks. Hildreth and Nye knew 
each other’s cases too well by now, and tempers ran high. 
For long stretches Hildreth objected to virtually every 
question posed by Nye, and his cross-examination of the 
state’s witnesses bordered on the abusive. At one point 

use of Nye: Can it really be, he argued, that in America 
wealthy men such as the Lairds can convict defendants 
with their own private prosecutors? The court rejected 
all of Hildreth’s arguments—all, that is, but one. Judge 
Winchester should have complied with Hildreth’s request 
that he recuse himself. His failure to do so required that 
the guilty verdict be thrown out.28

While waiting for his retrial, Kent 
maintained an active correspondence. “I can 

not believe you guilty,” Pope wrote. Seavey, who had testi-
fied at Kent’s first trial, was more intimate: “Kent to tell 
the truth when I arrived at Mandan I had made up my 
mind you were guilty—and knowing what a friend you 
had been to me I could not get over it, I was put out with 
you and had made up my mind that I would never trust 
another man . . . but as the Case proceeded I changed my 
mind some what. . . . my advice is to you [sic] is after you 
get clear is to give your hart [sic] to God, and quit all of 
your bad habits such as card playing and drinking.” Kent 
had urged Seavey to help him make contact with his son, 
but Seavey responded that “Earl is poisoned against you 
and it is beyond any power to do anything with him.” 29

Soon after Kent’s capture, his father, living near Me-
dina and in his eighties, had written an anguished letter 
to one of Kent’s lawyers. “We are in great trouble and 
very lonely . . . I am shocked and scarcely know what to 
do. . . . There are so many false statements in the Me-
dina Gazette that should be made right. My son has no 
right to be wronged in this way, his 1st wife died a natural 
death a post-mortem was held, she died of gall stones in 
blader [sic] and Will . . . never got over her death.” Now, 
with the second trial approaching, Kent entreated his 
elderly father to come to Mandan. Kent’s sister replied: 
“With tears running down his cheeks he said I can’t go. 
. . . Mother is very feeble and poorly.” Ann Pancoast la-
mented that her brother’s identity had been revealed: 
“It would have been so much better [if] we could have 
sympathized and sorrowed with you in silence. . . . If fate 

One of two known likenesses of Myron Kent, published in the 

Mandan Pioneer, July 12, 1895, during his second trial

“ I am shocked and scarcely know what to do.  
There are so many false statements . . .  
that should be made right. My son has no right  
to be wronged in this way.”



jury retired to the courthouse basement. An enormous 
crowd began to gather outside. The jury favored convic-
tion, but one of the jurors held out for more than 50  
ballots against a verdict of death. Finally, at 11:15 p.m., 
after seven hours of deliberation, the jury returned its 
verdict. For the second time, Kent had been convicted 
and sentenced to death.35 

Over the next several weeks, Hildreth worked fever-
ishly to collect affidavits in support of his motion for a 
new trial. When he and Voss returned to court the argu-
ments ran deep into a Saturday evening. The Minneapo-
lis Journal reported that it was ten o’clock when Judge 
McConnell announced his decision to deny Hildreth’s 
motion.

When Kent was brought in, every heart felt that death 

had approached. He took his seat in the usual manner. 

His face was somewhat flushed and the muscles of his 

body twitched. When the judge said, “Myron Kent, you 

may arise,” he was startled. He quickly arose to his feet, 

his eyes sparkling with excitement. He was asked by the 

court if there was any reason why sentence should not 

be passed upon him. He said: “If the court please, I have 

much to say.”

He was allowed to speak, and for about an hour and 

a half he spoke with great fluency, and as he advanced, 

his voice grew stronger and stronger until the room rang 

with pleadings that penetrated every heart. . . . with high 

extended arms he would plead in a most impressive 

manner.

Finally turning to the judge he said: “I leave it with 

you. You are to discharge your duty. I have the greatest 

respect in the world for you, but before high heaven I am 

an innocent man, and my dear wife’s angel spirit bids me 

fight—fight until the last drop of blood runs through my 

veins. You can cut me from toe to finger tip, you can blot 

out my life, but you cannot kill my conscience, you can-

not take away my feelings.” 36

As before, the state supreme court stood between Kent 
and hanging. Hildreth specified more than 130 grounds 
for appeal. Some were trivial: on a Sunday during the 

Hildreth engaged in a shouting match with Judge Mc-
Connell, causing one of the state’s lawyers to wonder 
“how any court could or would permit one of its officers 
to so conduct himself without immediately ordering him 
into custody for contempt of court.” In the press, Tuttle 
had declared war on Hildreth: “The egotism of Hildreth 
is positively nauseating,” he wrote. Hildreth, the Pioneer 
continued, has “a rasping tongue, coupled with a fog-
horn voice and plenty of words. . . . The existence in a 
state of such men as M. A. Hildreth of Fargo is a menace 
to the rights of the community.” 32

As in Mandan, the courtroom was jammed with spec-
tators. Frank Laird attended; Walter Ehrlichman, who 
had not testified at the first trial, did not. Tom Swidensky, 
soon to be sentenced to life imprisonment, took the stand 
and broke into tears while describing his murder of Julia 
Kent. He translated from the black book and repudiated 
the testimony he had initially given the coroner.33 

But Swidensky was not Nye’s star witness. Earl Kent, 
who had been holed up in Fargo’s Metropole Hotel, was 
brought into the courtroom. He, like Swidensky, repu-
diated the testimony he had given the coroner’s jury. 
There had never been any burglars; there was no man in 
the haystack; in the night’s excitement his imagination 
had run. The morning after the shooting he examined 
the banking outside his house windows and found no 
footprints. He had not seen his father since before the 
shooting and did not wish to see him. It was true, Earl 
admitted on cross-examination, that “I used to like to see 
him. He bought me a pony, and I used to ride through 
town when I went to school. . . . I had a nice, comfort-
able little house, plenty to eat, and had nice little books 
to read.” Since living with Uncle Bruce he had heard the 
Lairds talk “a great deal” about Kent. They “talked about 
the way he forged an insurance company.” 34

Both Hildreth and Nye’s closing arguments were 
powerful. Hildreth, however, had blundered by allowing 
his client to testify. Kent was forceful and eloquent in 
proclaiming his innocence, but his submission to cross-
examination gave Nye the chance to teach the jury about 
Kent’s past. Now Nye devoted the bulk of his closing to 
events that occurred before Kent had ever met Julia. The 

“ Kent was not connected with the book at all. . . . 
there was a scheme in that book to convict  
an innocent man.”
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transcript had disappeared without explanation. The 
best substitute was the issue of Tuttle’s Pioneer that had 
printed the transcript. This issue, which went into evi-
dence for the jury to see, was the same one that labeled 
Kent the greatest scoundrel in North Dakota.38

The North Dakota Supreme Court allowed the law-
yers three days to make their arguments. The court’s 
opinion, issued in June 1896, reflects a meticulous review 
of Hildreth’s challenges. In the end the court could not 
get around Kent’s reaction upon receiving Seavey’s news 
of Julia’s death. Noting that two juries had reached the 
same verdict, the court concluded that “murder has been 
committed, cold, cruel, causeless, and with a deliberation 
of preparation, and an inexorable determination of ex-
ecution, that stands almost unparalleled.” Upon receiving 
the decision, Hildreth, it was said, “wept copiously.” 39

And back in Mora? “There are many at this place,” 
the Kanabec County Times reported, “who were well ac-
quainted with Kent who still think him innocent of the 
crime. He had many friends in Kanabec County made by 
honest dealing and favors in time of need, who of course 
doubt his guilt.” However, “Should Kent be hanged and 
his innocence of this crime afterward proven, deeds com-
mitted by him in earlier life would demand such pun-
ishment.” While such a view is foreign to justice as we 
understand it today, the Times was doing no more than 
parroting Frank Nye, who after Kent’s trial had told the 
press that the conviction “illustrates the value of a good 
reputation.” Kent’s earlier life, Nye explained, “counted 
more strongly against him in the trial than almost any of 
the corroborative evidence in the prosecution.” 40 

H ildreth, however, was not done. He had 
a letter from a remorseful juror, A. C. Newman, 

lamenting that “public sentiment influenced him.” He 
also had a letter from the doctor who attended Kent’s 
first wife in her final illness, affirming that she had died 
of natural causes. Urging that Kent’s death sentence be 
commuted to life imprisonment, Hildreth was granted a 
hearing by the governor. As he left for Bismarck, Kent bid 
him, “Tell the Governor that if I am executed it will be 
because of the past, and not because of March 13th 1894.” 
Hildreth presented Governor Roger Allin a “monster 
petition containing 1,700 names of prominent citizens 
all over the state.” Voss arrived to counter Hildreth’s ar-
guments. On October 17, 1896, less than a month before 
the scheduled execution, Allin denied Hildreth’s request. 
Most of the petitioners, he supposed, signed not because 

trial, four jurors had attended church and heard the pas-
tor preach on Doubting Thomas, extolling the virtues of 
believing without evidence. But there were aspects of the 
trial which, viewed with our twenty-first-century eyes, ap-
pear shocking. Earl admitted on the stand that “Voss and 
Nye have told me a good many things that I should say 
in my testimony against my father.” And: “I do not think 
that I commenced to think that there was anything wrong 
with my father until I got down to the Lairds.” The Lairds, 
Earl reported, had told him they would spend a great deal 
of money to have his father hung.37

Even more egregious was the prosecution’s use of 
the black book. Soon after Swidensky was arrested, the 
book was given to the Lairds, who locked it up in their 
Minneapolis business offices. George Racek, the first 
person asked to translate Swidensky’s writing, concluded 
that “Kent was not connected with the book at all. . . . 
there was a scheme in that book to convict an innocent 
man.” By the time of trial, pages were missing and parts 
of Swidensky’s entries had been rubbed out. The detail 
and length of Swidensky’s 2,000-word narrative strained 
credulity. How, Kent demanded of Hildreth, could he 
and Swidensky have known in advance that “half ” of 
Julia’s head would be shot off? According to the prosecu-
tion’s theory, the black book’s tale, as read (or, Hildreth 
claimed, composed) aloud in court by Swidensky, should 
have been identical to the testimony Swidensky had given 
the coroner’s jury. Was it? Hildreth had no way of know-
ing, or of impeaching Swidensky, because the coroner’s 

Melvin A. Hildreth, Kent’s ardent defense lawyer



has made such a grave mistake in denying a new trial 

without a mature deliberation and patient examination, 

I would advise him in the future to maturely deliberate 

and patiently examine the evidence even if it should take 

him a year and a half to do it, as it seems it does take 

him that long before he finds out that he committed 

such a grave and unpardonable error.45

And then, in a case marked by turns and reversals, the 
most unexpected twist of all:

I believe [Kent] is not responsible for his actions. I have 

looked up his record and find that he has at all times 

and in all places wherever he has been, committed some 

crime. It seems to be a mania with him to do what is 

wrong. I would therefore recommend him to your leni-

ency. Such men as Kent must be kept away from society. 

. . . A body of men have no more right to take the life of a 

human being than an individual has. A crime should not 

be punished by a crime.

Late in the evening of November 17, 1896, Governor 
Allin made his decision. The commutation was received 
by Fargo’s sheriff eight hours before the scheduled hang-
ing. When word reached Mora, a businessman put a sign 
on his office wall: “kent still lives, glory to god! 
amen.” 46

Who, finally, was Myron Kent? He was 
of medium height and weight, with large 

hands and deep-set brown eyes. He was balding; at trial, 
though not later, he wore a handlebar moustache. He 
played the banjo and had exceptional penmanship. He 
was, Frank Nye told the jury, a “shrewd, long-headed 
man,” a “man of polished learning, and ability.” He made 
friends easily. He was capable of speaking in messianic 
terms, telling Hildreth he could prove his innocence “if I 
am spared 40 days longer.” Throughout the trials and his 
appeals his “nerve has never deserted him,” the Kanabec 
County Times reported, adding that Kent “was courte-
ous and obliging, making a favorable impression on the 
prison officials at the start.” 47 

they had any special information about the Kent case, 
but because they opposed capital punishment. “As an 
individual,” the governor wrote sympathetically, “I might 
not refuse to grant a man’s life on his plea alone; but in 
an official capacity I cannot.” 41

But suddenly Kent gained a new and powerful ad-
vocate. Judge McConnell—the very judge who had pre-
sided over Kent’s second trial and conviction and denied 
Hildreth’s motion for a new trial—wrote Governor Allin. 
After “mature deliberation and patient examination,” Mc-
Connell wrote, he found five reasons to doubt the verdict: 
the idea that the detailed black book could have been 
written before the murder; the lack of a motive; the role 
Walter Ehrlichman had played in obtaining Swidensky’s 
confession and his absence from the trial; unfavorable 
pretrial publicity; and “certain things occurring during 
the trial”—Hildreth’s antics?—that “were prejudicial to 
the defendant.” By now execution was mere days away. 
“The noise made by the workmen constructing the scaf-
fold . . . has had a bad effect on the other prisoners in the 
jail,” the St. Paul Globe reported, “all of whom sympathize 
with the condemned man and are of the opinion that 
he is Innocent.” Hildreth jotted a note to Kent’s jailer: 
“Please allow Rev. Mr. Parker to see Myron R. Kent as 
often as he may request it of you.” 42

Telegrams urging commutation poured into the gov-
ernor’s office, including ones from U. S. Senator Henry C. 
Hansbrough, Congressman Martin Johnson, and the 
chair of the state’s Republican Party. Allin requested that 
Judge McConnell come to Bismarck for a personal in-
terview; to facilitate this meeting, the governor delayed 
Kent’s execution by one week. McConnell, tied up in a 
trial, took the midnight train to the capital. Before leav-
ing he wrote an urgent note to Judge Winchester, who 
had presided over Kent’s first trial: “Will you join me in 
recommending commutation [of] Kent’s sentence to life 
Imprisonment.” But Winchester’s telegraphed reply indi-
cated he was a step ahead of McConnell: “Governor has 
had an interview with me.” 43

Prosecuting attorney Voss had thought Hildreth’s ef-
forts “mere farce.” But now, the St. Paul Globe reported, 
“The governor has been occupied with the consideration 
of the case to the exclusion of practically everything else.” 
A panicked Frank Laird wrote Allin a long letter of pro-
test.44 Ehrlichman, enraged by McConnell’s disparage-
ment of his role in the case, wrote the governor as well.

I would like to know how much time Judge McConnell 

requires to come to a mature deliberation, and if he 

Facing: North Dakota State Penitentiary, Bismarck, 1897; the 

men are guards.  Inset: For reasons that seem obvious, Myron 

Kent apparently did not allow himself to be photo graphed.  

The only known photo of him was taken when he entered the  

penitentiary in December 1896.



I have but kindly feelings for the jurors who had 

prejudicial evidence and perjury magically displayed 

and pictured before their minds in the masterly and elo-

quent manner of that talented defender of the conspira-

tors until they were led step by step by his untruthful, 

distorted and unfair interpretation of the evidence up to 

their final act. . . .

When I looked out of the window last week and saw 

the carpenters erecting that enclosure and scaffold it did 

not unnerve me for I felt sure that the God above would 

prevent such a travesty of justice and preserve me to live 

to remove the stain of disgrace, which now rests on the 

brow [of] my darling boy over the cruel and most foul 

murder of his sainted mother by Swidensky.

Whenever I would feel an unrest there has come to 

me a voice as if from Julia, my darling wife, which said 

“patience,” “patience,” “all will yet be well.” . . . There is 

a God in Israel, who looks after the helpless and sees to 

the administration of justice. 

But perhaps our best glimpse of Myron Kent comes 
from his own words. The night before his scheduled 
hanging, the Fargo Forum reported, Kent was walking in 
the jail’s upper hallway, smoking a cob pipe. W. H. Bar-
nett, one of the lawyers working with Hildreth, leaped up 
the stairway “two steps at a time” to deliver news of the 
governor’s commutation. A Forum reporter accompanied 
Barnett, and upon hearing the news Kent gave him this 
statement:

I am grateful to Governor Allin for his making it pos-

sible for time, the revealer of truth, to vindicate his own 

act in behalf of humanity . . . making it possible for that 

true lover of justice, Hon. Judge McConnell, who came 

forth like a bright meteor from the heavens to reflect the 

light of truth upon the blackness of that black book . . . 

making it possible for the thousands o’ our citizens and 

friends of “American fair play” and of equal justice to  

the weak as well as to the strong to be vindicated in their  

behalf of conspiracy, fabrication, perjury, enmity and  

revenge being the weapons used for mercenary motives 

in our courts of justice. 

The citizens of the state of North Dakota have no  

use for the relic of the sixth century and have spoken 

that they are not to be advised by a foreign refugee like 

Ehrlichman. . . .



Bismarck to begin serving his life term. “His cell,” the 
press reported, “is located on the opposite side of the cell 
room from that of Swidensky, the self confessed accom-
plice. Strangely enough Kent can see through the heavily 
barred windows of the prison, the little farm house on 
the farther bank of the Missouri river about five miles 
distant, where the awful deed for which he was convicted 
was committed.” 52

The public’s fascination with Kent’s ordeal could not 
tolerate this denouement. Rumors began to circulate in 
the press. Kent had gone blind. Kent was dying. In Ohio 
it was believed that Governor Allin had appointed Kent 
to be his private secretary. Perhaps inevitably, it was re-
ported that Swidensky had recanted his confession and 
proclaimed Kent’s innocence.53 

J. C. Pope began to mail Kent issues of the Kanabec 
County Times. In appreciation Kent sent a letter to the 
Times, thanking “the kindness and humanity of heart 
of you good people of Mora.” Kent’s letter, which the 
newspaper printed, continued: “There is a little cottage 
on the banks of Lake Mora which sheltered two hearts 
that beat as one, is very dear to me and tenderly sacred 
as the birthplace of our darling boy. A happier trio never 
blessed a home. Mora and her many good hearted people 
will ever hold a warm place in my heart.” 54

H ildreth went on to serve as a judge  
advocate in the Philippines during the Spanish-

American War. In 1908 he gave the seconding speech 
for William Jennings Bryan at the Democratic National 
Convention. Minnesotans elected Frank Nye to Congress. 
Tom Swidensky died in prison at roughly 40 years of age. 
And Earl? From the distance of a century, the Kent epic, 
with its deceptions, false identities, and larger-than-life 
personalities, seems deliciously Dickensian. At root, 
however, it was a tragedy, and perhaps no aspect is more 
tragic than the fate of Earl Kent.55 

During Myron Kent’s second trial, the Minneapolis 
Journal was surely correct in saying that Earl’s testimony 
would either save his father’s life “or send him to the gal-
lows.” After Kent entered the penitentiary, the Lairds had 
Earl’s name changed. To distance themselves from taint, 

“The scene,” the Forum reported, “was a dramatic one as 
Kent stood in the hallway leading to his cell in the flicker-
ing light, surrounded by the other prisoners who stood in 
open mouthed wonder as they listened to the eloquence 
of their fellow prisoner.” 48

Reaction to the commutation was, as one might ex-
pect, divided. “The Commutation Seems to Meet with 
General Favor,” a Forum headline read. The Minneapo-
lis Journal, however, had reported just a week earlier 
that “those who know anything about the case believe 
the convicted man to be guilty beyond the shadow of 
a doubt.” 49 Bruce Laird issued a statement calling the 
commutation unjust and illogical, saying Kent “should 
either be hanged or turned loose.” Laird and others 
feared commutation was but a step on the way to a full 
pardon. Tuttle was outraged.

The action of Judge McConnell and Gov. Allin is a prac-

tical invitation to the people of the state to enact such 

crimes as was recently enacted at Glencoe, Minn., when 

two murderers were brought out of jail, and hung by 

an enraged and outraged populace . . . the sympathy for 

Kent is of a maudlin character, and . . . the next man 

that commits the crime of murder should be strung in 

the nearest telegraph pole, without trial by judge, jury  

or governor.

But, coming up for air, the Pioneer conceded that “hang-
ing is a horrible thing, and it may be that those people 
are right who insist that it is a relict of barbarism.” 50

Voss burned all bridges with Judge McConnell. “The 
judge had an interview with Kent in the jail at Fargo,” he 
fumed to the press, “and it seems to me that there Kent in 
the role of Svengali must have hypnotized the judge. . . . 
The farce enacted in the Kent case furnishes an object 
lesson for other states, who desire to set murderers free. 
It seems to me that inhuman fiends who contemplate the 
murdering of their wives or others, should imitate Kent, 
and come to the state of North Dakota.” 51

In early December Voss sent a terse note to Fargo’s 
sheriff: “I am informed that you have as yet not taken 
Kent to the Penitentiary. Why is he not taken to the 
Penitentiary?” Later that week Kent was transported to 

“ Mora and her many good hearted people will  
ever hold a warm place in my heart.”
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bookkeeper for the prison store, suffered a heart attack 
and died within minutes. He had been “an exemplary 
prisoner,” according to the warden, and until that day 
had been “in his usual good health.” Kent was 67 years 
old—he had been in the penitentiary almost 16 years, and 
30 years had passed since he had founded Mora. Over 
time, it was claimed, sporadic attempts had been made 
by friends to secure a pardon, none gaining traction. His 
death certificate named him as Myron R. Kent—not Pan-
coast—and gave no information regarding marital status, 
children, birthplace, or parents.57 

Mora learned of Kent’s death through a telegram sent 
to old friend C. E. Williams, followed by a letter from 
prison undertaker E. G. Field. Kent’s body, Field wrote, 
had not been turned over to the medical school, as was 
customary when prisoners died. At his funeral, “There 
were lots of flowers sent in. . . . I have only seen one man 
who says he believes Mr. Kent was a guilty man, and this 
man—for some unknown reason —had an intense dis-
like for him.” Field reported that “Mr. Kent refused last 
year to sign an application for a pardon, saying that if he 
signed it, it would be a confession of his guilt and he was 
not guilty.” 58

What did occur at the Kents’ farm- 
house that March evening? In many ways 

the Kent case resembles a painter’s canvas, simpler and 
more comprehensible at a first, distant glance than it is 
upon close inspection. Or, to choose a different simile, 
Julia Kent’s death is like a secret whispered among a ring 
of children. For three years the secret passed from the 
Lairds to Ehrlichman, from Hildreth to Tuttle, and now 
any attempt to recover the original can be little more 
than speculation.

This is perhaps one of the reasons Mora has treated 
the Kent case so gingerly. (The other may be the prickly 
question of whether a founder’s character says anything 
about the town he founded.) In 1952 the Kanabec County 
Times published an article entitled “40 Years Ago a Man 
Died” and subtitled “Few Would Remember.” “If oldtimers 
who remember got together,” the Times ventured, “many 
of them would still dispute the Kent case.” 59 In 1976 the 
Kanabec County Historical Society compiled a county 
history as an American Bicentennial project. To tell the 
story of Mora’s founding—the story that would be memo-
rialized as the accepted version of the Kent saga—a 1948 
Times article was selected. In the last two paragraphs, no 
fewer than six sentences end with question marks.60 a

they did not name him Laird. Instead, the boy—grandson 
of Michael Pancoast, son of Myron Kent—became Earl 
Chamberlain, taking the maiden name of Julia’s great-
grandmother. He worked in the woods with the Laird 
lumbermen but ended up in the state reform school at Red 
Wing. As an adult he moved west, married, returned to the 
Mora area for a time, and then settled in the east. He was a 
traveling salesman, selling saddle soap. His reputation was 
one of meanness; it was said that he could never visit the 
same sales territory twice. Earl Chamberlain died in 1936 
at age 52, estranged from his three children.56

On June 6, 1912, Myron Kent, working at his job as 

Minneapolis Journal front-page coverage of Earl Kent’s  

role in his father’s trial, July 30, 1895
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