Choosing Sections for UW's Land Grant: Surveyor F. O. Sawin's Project, 1886
﻿
In February 1882, Congress passed a law to grant federal government "lands to Dakota, Montana, Arizona, Idaho and Wyoming for University purposes." It passed just as the four-year appointment of Wyoming's territorial governor, Dr. John Hoyt, was ending. Hoyt originated the idea that federal land grants for universities shouldn't be restricted only to states. Students in the territories would profit from higher education, he told Congress as he lobbied for such a law over his term.[1]

The act gave Wyoming 72 sections (46,080 acres of land) to be selected from vacant federal government lands within the boundaries of Wyoming. It was the foundation for the University of Wyoming. Indeed, as Hoyt (later UW's first president) described it, "were it not for the money they thought they could make from the land grants, the legislature never would have approved of a university."[2]
The next territorial governor, Francis E. Warren, (also the first local person to be appointed by the President as Wyoming territorial governor) was charged with getting the process moving. The selections had to be from each of the existing counties (seven of them--the original five Laramie, Albany, Carbon, Sweetwater, Uinta, plus the new ones, Crook and Johnson).

Of course, these lands had nothing to do with the actual physical location of the university buildings in Laramie. That land had been given by the City of Laramie to the territorial government in exchange for the legislature designating the university to be at Laramie.  The site once had been the city cemetery and, later, city park. 

Frank O. Sawin, born in Hiawatha, Kansas, in 1838, came to Wyoming in 1872 after working as a surveyor in Colorado and serving terms in both the Kansas and Colorado legislatures. [3]
The territory was young--only four years old--when he began working for pioneer Laramie attorney and land developer Stephen Downey.  He surveyed in the north part of Wyoming in 1882 and, later, in Bates Hole and Shirley Basin. In 1883, he surveyed around Fort Fetterman and in November, laid out the route for the Sybille Road from Bosler to Wheatland.

The legislature authorized the land grant selections for the university in 1886.[4] Warren chose Sawin to travel around Wyoming and "nominate" tracts he thought would make for good university property.[5]
Sawin was appointed in March and approved in April.[6] From May-November 1886, he carried out the university surveys.[7] In May, he went to southwestern Wyoming; in July to the Big Horn Basin where he chose lands southwest of what would become present-day Cody. The following month he picked some sections south of present-day Glenrock.  In October, he made selections of 13 sections near Saratoga. Others were made south of present Sheridan and a couple chosen from lands north of what is now Rock River. [8]
What would turn out to be the most controversial selections were sections in southeastern Wyoming—southwest of Cheyenne—which would give federal sections to the University that were surrounded by Union Pacific land grant “checkerboard” sections. Territorial Gov. Warren suggested those lands, saying he knew they would be very valuable at some point.

How did Sawin do in making his selections?

The land near Cody turned out to be OK for grazing and timber, but otherwise not exceptional. Likewise for the land south of Sheridan and near Saratoga.  A quarter century later, his selection south of Glenrock turned out to be a homerun. The University oil well came in as a gusher in 1916 and proceeds from university's share of the Big Muddy oilfield helped UW build the Half Acre Gym and the library (now the Aven Nelson Building) in the early 1920s when universities surrounding us were badly strapped for funds due to drought and low agricultural prices. Oil also came in but in lesser quantity near Rock River about the same time.[9]
The only very bad selection turned out to be the one Gov. Warren suggested southwest of Cheyenne. Warren had not informed Sawin that he held the leases to the UP sections surrounding Sawin’s selections. A decade later, Warren, then a U. S. Senator, pressured the UW trustees to sell those sections to him for laughably low prices. But that’s another story.

What happened to Sawin after he contributed so importantly to UW’s future? He did some surveying, but then he tried gold-mining in the Snowies near Gold Hill.[10]

The 57-year-old began suffering from the health problems that commonly plagued long-time surveyors in those days—the results of having to sleep outside and work long hours regardless of the weather.

On Aug. 9, 1892, he traveled from his cabin at Gold Hill along part of a road he had surveyed to the ranch of A. J. Bullock near Pass Creek (northeast of Saratoga), where his wife had a job teaching in a country school.[11] After saying goodbye to his eight-year-old daughter, he wandered off and sat down leaning against a hay stack. There, he put a pistol to his head and pulled the trigger. His daughter found the body.[12]

Coroner’s jurors concluded the cause of the suicide was a combination of poor health and financial reverses.  His work as a prospector and former legislator in Kansas and Colorado were noted in his obituary, but his selections of land for the UW land grants were not mentioned.  Even today, his important early-day contributions to UW's history barely earn a footnote in the university's history.
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