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Alex Berger, Attorney at Law, has joined our 
practice. Mr. Berger was recently admitted to practice 
in all state and federal courts in Wyoming. He is also 
admitted in North Dakota federal courts and all 
state courts in Iowa. Alex will be emphasizing civil 
litigation, mineral law, real estate law, bankruptcy 
and selected criminal practice.
Alex and his wife Kay moved to Gillette last 
November and look forward to being active in our 
dynamic community.

Contact Us:
307-682-2500 • www.rtcoxlaw.com

Randall T. Cox, Attorney, rt@rtcoxlaw.com
Alex R. Berger, Attorney, alex@rtcoxlaw.com

Stacy L. Ewing, Paralegal, stacy@rtcoxlaw.com

The RT Cox Law Firm

The RT Cox Law Firm
910 East Third Street, Suite A, Gillette, WY 82716

is pleased to announce 

would like to express our deepest 
gratitude to everyone who generously 

supported this year’s Luau event including 
members, contestants and the following 

businesses and individuals:

The American Legion 
Auxiliary Unit 42 

Spencer Brennen
Gillette Cheese House
Honnen Equipment
Norco
Discovery Toys
Mike and Kris 
    Thomas
Ed and Jude 
    McDonald
Jakes
Darlene Case
Caroline Eddy

Doug and Robin 
    Evenson
Dusty and Deb 
    McClintock
Dewayne and Donna 
    Lein
American Legion 
    Club
Bill Smelser
The Great Escape
Arnie and Linda  
   Johnson

200 Rockpile Blvd. • 682-3232

What happened?
In an effort to bring closure 

to Carlos’s family, Sundstrom 
reopened the cold case in April. 
She had no way of knowing her 
search would cover thousands of 
miles across three countries, or that 
her findings would lead to more 
questions than answers.

Drag marks found at the scene 
indicate Carlos climbed into the 
train car, according to the Campbell 
County Sheriff’s report made 20 
years ago.

But it doesn’t add up.
Carlos was short — barely more 

than than 5 feet tall, and rail cars 
used at that time had maximum 
heights of about 12 feet, Burlington 
Northern Santa Fe documents say.

Sundstrom used to work at a 
rail yard for Coach and Deputy 
County Coroner Billy Montgomery 
retired from BNSF. Both suspect 
Carlos would know escaping the 
train would be difficult. They don’t 
believe a reasonable person would 
willingly climb into a rail car of that 
design.

Yet reports indicate no trauma, 
wounds or signs of foul play.

Clad in a pair of brown pants and 
a purple short-sleeved button-down 
shirt, the official death certifi-
cate lists Carlos as having died 
of hypothermia. He wore a green 
poncho-type blanket, his only pro-
tection from the elements. It was 
found draped over his head.

For a man traveling in cold 
weather, reports indicate he was 
underdressed.

The strange findings continue. 
Carlos had a blood acetone con-
centration of 17 percent, which 
is considered abnormally high 
and usually found in diabetics, 
Sundstrom said.

But no hypodermic needles or 
insulin vials were found at the 
scene.

Cigarette butts were found in the 
train car and Carlos had a lighter, 
indicating he had been there for 
some time, the report says.

Deputy County Coroner Steve 
Rozier said it seemed strange that 
Carlos wasn’t carrying any type of 
food or water and there were no 
signs he had defecated — all things 
any person in a place for a length of 
time would do.

And in what is perhaps the sad-
dest line in the report, it looks as if 
Carlos tried escaping his fate.

“There appeared to be evidence 
that he may have attempted to 
jump out of the car, unsuccessful-
ly,” the report says.

Who was he?
When she took office in January, 

Sundstrom began searching 
through old case files. To her sur-
prise, the National Missing and 
Unidentified Persons System listed 
a case of an unidentified man in 
Gillette.

The 5-foot-1-inch, 150- to 165-
pound Hispanic man was in his 40s 
or 50s when he died under mysteri-
ous circumstances.

Carlos had no ID, no money, no 
pictures of family.

Homemade tattoos are left to 
speak for the man who cannot. 
Scrawled unevenly upon his left 
shoulder, the word “CARIDAD” is 
written. In Spanish, it translates to 
“charity.”

“Cubano,” which means Cuban, 
marked his left hand. A cross 
branded his right.

Carlos was found with a watch, 
three keys and a silver ring on his 
right pinky finger. He wore yellow 
Cuban-heel loafers and sported 
an engraved belt with the word 
“Morillon” etched into it.

Deputies described Carlos’s fin-
gers as not overly dirty and said it 

appeared he had shaved under his 
beard recently.

Reports also say Carlos had a 
14-centimeter scar on his left hip. 
Sundstrom said the scar could be 
from a number of surgeries or acci-
dents and wouldn’t be something 
easily traceable in hospital records 
like an appendectomy would.

The train
Carlos was found on rail car 

UFIX1067. The coal train origi-
nated at what was then the Pruitt 
Power plant in Richmond, Texas, 
more than 1,000 miles away.

The train went through Texas, 
Denver and Guernsey before stop-
ping in Gillette, the report says. 
Sundstrom plotted the route and 
estimated it would take seven to 
10 days round-trip if there were no 
delays.

Sundstrom reached out to BNSF 
for records, but hit a roadblock. 
Train manifest archives only go 
back to 1996, and this particular 
train ran in 1995.

“Without a manifest, it’s almost 
impossible to tell where this train 
stopped,” Sundstrom said. “A lot of 
the places are pretty desolate.”

Sundstrom said BNSF officials 
are helping research the trail of the 
train. She’s also in the process of 
contacting agencies where the train 
may have stopped.

The evidence
While the circumstances sur-

rounding Carlos’s death are myste-
rious, so too is the evidence. Many 
standard procedures weren’t done 
at the time his body was discov-
ered, and much of the evidence 
that was collected is now missing.

 S DNA was not taken.

 S Dental records were not taken.
 S Fingerprints were taken, but 

the fingerprint card is missing.
 S Carlos’s personal property was 

misplaced.
 S No autopsy was ordered.
 S Carlos’s unidentified remains 

were cremated.
 S The coroner’s file is thin com-

pared to what would be in it today.
Sundstrom acknowledged evi-

dence gathering techniques may 
have changed since 20 years ago, 
but she remains puzzled by the lack 
of evidence collected in the case.

“I would’ve ordered one (an 
autopsy) if it happened now, plus 
DNA, dental plasters, the works,” 
Sundstrom said. “When you have 
someone who you don’t know who 
it is, you wouldn’t release the body 
to be cremated. You would want to 
keep the remains for facial recon-
struction later.”

Somewhere along the way, 
Carlos’s property was lost. Records 
say his belongings were turned over 
to the Wilson-Noecker Funeral 
Home, but there are no signatures 
saying the director or anyone else 
there accepted the property. The 
funeral home has had multiple 
owners since then and all said it’s 
standard procedure to store prop-
erty on cases like these, yet no one 
can recall seeing it.

Carlos’s fingerprints also were 
lost. Records show the sheriff’s 
office took prints, which should 
be in the county coroner’s file, but 
aren’t.

Sundstrom has reached out to 
the Wyoming Division of Criminal 
Investigation, but so far that agency 
hasn’t found anything. DCI is in 
the process of searching at the state 
lab, she said.

“We know we had fingerprints, 
but we don’t know where they 
went,” Sundstrom said.

Former sheriff at the time, Byron 
Oedekoven, said that in cases like 
this it was normal practice to send 
prints or clothing to DCI. That 
evidence has since gone missing is 
irregular, he said.

Finally, then Campbell County 
Coroner Tom Eekhoff changed the 
cause of death from natural death 
to accidental death on Feb. 28, 
1996. Eekhoff and the investigating 
officer at the sheriff’s office did not 
respond by press time to discuss 
the cold case investigation.

Sundstrom has contacted agen-
cies involved in the case, but hasn’t 
had much luck. Memories are foggy 
and pieces of the puzzle have van-
ished.

Under pressure and with time 
already against her, Sundstrom is 
attempting to have Carlos’s cremat-
ed remains removed to see if any 
clues or property may be buried 
with them.

The search continues
In her mind, Sundstrom keeps 

mulling over the unanswered ques-
tions.

Why would a man travel in 
November without warm clothing? 
Why wouldn’t someone take food 
and water on a long journey? What 
would possess a man to lower 
himself into a rail car he couldn’t 
escape from? What happened to all 
the evidence?

Perhaps she’ll never know, but 
Sundstrom has vowed to keep try-
ing. She’s started the search again 
at the most likely source — south 
of the border, contacting humani-
tarian groups in Mexico and Cuba.

Janet Franson, regional sys-
tems administrator with the 
National Missing and Unidentified 
Persons System, said she admires 
Sundstrom’s determination.

“You have to really want to do 
this, because it’s not numbers, it’s 
all people,” Franson said. “Laura 
(Sundstrom) is someone on fire.”

In what techies would call open 
sourcing, Sundstrom’s taking the 
investigation further, asking regular 
folks to help solve the mystery of 
“Coal Train Carlos.”

“A lot of people don’t know 
NAMUS exists,” she said. “We 
want to get people to look into 
NAMUS.”

Sundstrom thinks laymen have 
as good a chance as the experts in 
helping crack cold cases.

Franson confirmed there have 
been cases where people not in law 
enforcement have searched the sys-
tem’s archives and provided infor-
mation that helped solved a case.

As for Carlos, he was interred 
on Nov. 30, 1998, at Mount Pisgah 
Cemetery in Gillette. Today, his 
cremated remains lie in a grave 
marked simply “Unknown Man.” 
He’ll stay there until Sundstrom or 
someone else can return him home.

Coal Train Carlos: County coroner on a mission to solve 20-year-old cold case
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operating costs because of enter-
ing the final stage of the project.

There still remains several 
smaller things to be completed 
such as pump stations, storage 
tanks and a disinfection facili-
ty before the entire project can 
reach its estimated end of late 
2016.

Project Manager Levi Jensen 
said a third crew is expected to 
come join SJ Louis to help fin-
ish the project. When they come 
aboard, Jensen said there should 
be no problem getting the proj-
ect done by the window outlined 
in the contract. If the contrac-
tors don’t meet the deadline, 
the penalties associated with 
that would be a $2,500 fine per 
manager per day. The project 
has three managers, resulting in 
a $7,500 fine for every day the 
project goes over.

The Special Projects fund
This is down more than $4 

million in requested budgets. 
It is a volatile fund from year 
to year, Palazzari said, because 
there are several large projects 
that go through this fund year to 
year, essentially being the place 
where staff assigns projects that 
aren’t accounted for anywhere 
else.

Reasons for a lower budget 
here are the final payment of a 
housing bond that happened in 
this current fiscal year as well 
as a much-decreased budget on 
buildings, because the only proj-
ect this upcoming year is a City 
West remodel.

However, this fund will likely 
increase quite a bit the following 
fiscal year, because the money 
for new Gillette College dorms 
would be attributed to special 
projects, said Tom Pitlick, the 
city’s Finance Manager.

A couple other funds to see 
some large decreases are elec-
trical engineering, which saw 
about $666,000 less than in 2015 
and streets, which was about 
$547,000 less than in the current 
fiscal year’s budget.

The two largest increases for 
2016 are found in the power 
fund and in the Optional 1 
Percent Sales Tax fund.

Power would see about $4.5 
million more from the city than 
in the original budget for FY 
2015, staff reports. A lot of that is 
because of the recent annexation 
of the Winland Industrial area in 
the southern portion of the city 
that requested city power to help 
in their business expansions.

However, when compared 
with the adjusted budget from 
this fiscal year, the requested 
amount in 2016 is actually about 
$6 million less.

The adjusted budget is calcu-
lated by a combination of carry-
over dollars from previous years 
that were not attributed to the 
previous year and are added to 
the bottom line, as well as any 
projects or money that were not 
previously budgeted for,” Pitlick 
said. That is the case for both 
the power fund in particular as 
well as the entire 2015 adjusted 
budget.

The same can be said for 
Optional 1 Percent money, 
which, while about $1.3 million 
more this year than the origi-
nal budget for 2015, is still $15 
million less than the adjusted 
budget when accounting for car-
ry-over dollars and unforeseen 
project expenses, which happen 
every year.

Some of the major expenses 
projected in this fund for the 
upcoming fiscal year include 
Boxelder Road improvements, 
the Downtown Faci l i t ies 
Enhancement Project and irri-
gation and waterline projects, 
among others.

City Council will discuss 
any remaining issues as well 
as agreeing on the budget as a 
whole during Tuesday’s upcom-
ing pre-council meeting so it can 
be published and voted on in its 
first reading June 2.

Budget: Comes 
in $500K less
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Illustration by Carl Koppleman

Artist Carl Koppleman created this rendition of what an unknown man 
found dead in Campbell County 20 years ago could have looked like. 

More Information
Besides unidentified bod-

ies, the national Missing and 
unidentified Persons System also 
lists missing persons. There are 
four from Gillette.

 S Roy G. Vavra: Was 38 years 
old when he was last seen Jan. 
24, 2006

 S Amanda D. Gallion: Was 14 
years old when she was last seen 
Oct. 13, 1997

 S Patrick L. Ghering: Was 20 
years when he was last seen Oct. 
13, 1997

 S Paul R. Hibbard: Was 25 years 
old when he was last seen May 
28, 1976.

If you would like to help, please 
visit naMuS.gov.

‘I would’ve ordered one (an autopsy) if it happened now, plus DNA, dental plasters, the 
works. When you have someone who you don’t know who it is, you wouldn’t release the 
body to be cremated. You would want to keep the remains for facial reconstruction later.’

LAURA SUNDSTROM
Campbell County Coroner


