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“Wyoming is a small town with very long streets.” The phrase is variously attributed to Milward Simpson, Al Simpson, or Mike Sullivan, but it is widely quoted as descriptive of how the state of Wyoming, the least populated U. S. state, is one community. One of the least “rural” states in the country, Wyomingites mostly live in several dozen small towns separated by vast distances. 


The sentiment in the statement implies that Wyomingites from those numerous communities congregate periodically and conduct “neighborly” activities among themselves throughout the state. They know each other almost as well as the people with whom they share a backyard fence. It is a picture of unity—of a group of people sharing like values and a common history and culture, all assimilated into one homogenous community along those long, long streets. The reality, however, is much more complex.


Because the borders of Wyoming defy geographical boundaries, people in Wyoming share few “unifiers.”  For instance, residents in northeastern Wyoming commonly attend to the media, gain entertainment, and share cultural values with residents in neighboring South Dakota.  They frequently shop in Rapid City and gain a far greater familiarity with the roads of western South Dakota than the “long streets” running south toward Cheyenne or west over the Big Horns into the Big Horn Basin. Likewise, residents in the southwest of Wyoming look to Salt Lake City in similar ways. Those in the Big Horn Basin and Sheridan view Billings as a shopping destination and a cultural/entertainment mecca. Even in the state capital of Cheyenne, residents are bombarded with Denver media, look toward that city for entertainment and shopping. Similar outward draws exist elsewhere along the artificially drawn borders of the state.


Over the years, Wyomingites living in those numerous communities “on the edges” of the state gained their news from newspapers from closer cities in next-door states, all enjoying wide circulation into parts of Wyoming. Until satellite television, similar exposure to stations in neighboring states brought less connection to the rest of Wyoming.
 

Some of these “edges” were not geographical, but ethnic and racial. While examples exist of how various groups became incorporated into the broader local cultures of Wyoming small towns, there are a disturbing number of examples of where such incorporation was either unwelcome or extraordinarily difficult.


But there were a few unifiers among Wyoming communities—and some remain strong.  Certainly, Wyomingites share the same political structure and the symbols of the state such as the “bucking horse” on every license plate, whether it is preceded by county number “1” (Natrona) or county number “23” (Sublette). Soon, the symbol will appear on the reverse of the “Wyoming quarter,” further cementing its symbolic strength among all residents of the state.

Over the state’s history, Wyoming had just one four-year university. The University of Wyoming became a place where young people from all of the state’s communities could become acquainted, gaining lifelong friendships and in many cases, lifelong partners. As colleges in nearby states sought to entice Wyoming young people through tuition waivers, local community colleges prepared students to go out of state for upper-division specializations, and during the times when UW either neglected to recruit or appeared to be doing so, this unifying factor diminished. 


School activities continue to serve as a “unifier” although regional rivalries occasionally overcome the “unifying” prospects coming from common participation in athletics, musical, or oratorical competitions. 


Even in the earliest days of the state, this “sectionalism” was apparent. The “southern” tier of counties shared origins as “UP railroad towns” with diverse populations from all parts of Europe and beyond.  This diversity was even more apparent in the coal-mining towns, mostly in the South where Greek Orthodox and Roman Catholic churches pop up along with the occasional joss house.
  

Meanwhile, the later developing “northern” counties tended to attract white, Anglo-Saxon, Protestant/Mormon settlers. Rooted primarily in agricultural pursuits and, later, in tourism, residents in the “northern” counties tended to vote Republican. Until very recent times, Sweetwater County in the South maintained a four- or five-to-one or greater Democratic registration edge over Republicans. Just the reverse was the case in Park County, in the North. 

The articles in this issue demonstrate that “community” of various types has existed in Wyoming. These communities show the richness of cultural experience Wyomingites in various parts of the state and throughout history have shared. Their stories tell us that while the mega-definition of the state as a “small town with long streets” may not stand up to careful scrutiny, community for many residents overcame the isolation and helped individuals share the hardships and the joys inherent in living in this thinly-populated vast expanse. Regardless of the sparseness of unifiers among communities, the common values shared among people in these communities give us a greater sense of what life was like in a place and in times when community was tantamount to survival.
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� These observations were developed over the years that I taught the large freshman survey course at the University of Wyoming, but it was commented on as the “North-South” split by Dr. T. A. Larson, History of Wyoming (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1965), and by other Wyoming historians and writers.


� Over the state’s history, various newspapers tried to be the statewide “newspaper of record.” Until the middle 1930s, that role was filled by Cheyenne-published Wyoming State Tribune. Since 1965, the Casper Star-Tribune has assumed the role.  See Peggy Bieber-Roberts and Phil Roberts, “Politics is Personal: Postwar Wyoming Politics and the Media,” in Richard Lowitt, Politics in the Postwar American West. (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1995).


� For a dated, but still valuable series of essays on ethnicity in Wyoming, see Gordon Olaf Hendrickson, ed., Peopling the High Plains: Wyoming’s European Heritage. (Cheyenne: Wyoming State Archives and Historical Department, 1977).





