How Hot Springs Got Its Shape: County Creation in the Early 20th Century

By Phil Roberts

The number of Wyoming counties increased during Gov. Joseph M. Carey's term when seven new counties were craved from older counties in every corner of the state. A few were logically rectangular pieces (Goshen and Platte from northern Laramie County; Niobrara from Converse; and Campbell from Crook and Weston). But three counties (Washakie, Hot Springs and Lincoln) had far more interesting boundaries.  Hot Springs, with the most angles and lines, was created in 1911.
The plan for a new county actually originated much earlier than 1911. In fact, in the 1909 legislative session, a bill was passed creating what was first called Hot Springs County (and later amended to be renamed Washakie County), consisting of the southern third of Big Horn County and the northern edges of Fremont County. Fremont County supported the new county, but Big Horn representatives opposed it. 
Most Big Horn legislators were attempting to keep Park County from being created from their western third and hardly wanted to be shrunk to barely a third their original size with yet another county in the south. But there were two big problems. The speaker of the house was Charles Hayden from Big Horn County, but actually a resident of Cody.
  The president of the Senate was Jacob Schwoob, also representing Big Horn County.
 Like Speaker Hayden, he was from Cody. Taken together, they exerted ample legislative power to get Park County created. Fellow Big Horn County legislators, State Sen. George Bear McClellan and State Rep. R. A. Baldwin came from the eastern part. They bitterly opposed such separation, but lacked the legislative clout enjoyed by their west-county colleagues. The vote in both houses overwhelmingly supported creation of the one new Park County and the one new Washakie County.  
At the very end of the session, the Thermopolis Record published a piece titled "Three Cheers for Washakie." The article noted that while Thermopolis people didn't much like having the name changed from Hot Springs to Washakie, they could live with it just to be separated from Big Horn County. 
The day the paper was published, word came back from Cheyenne that Gov. B. B. Brooks had signed the Park County bill, but vetoed the Washakie County one. J. C. Porterfield, who headed the county separation committee, wrote a long letter in the next edition of the Record roundly condemning Brooks for his vague rationale.  
Unfortunately for proponents of the new county, Brooks had a point. The Constitution imposed specific standards for assessed valuation ($2 million and leaving the existing county with no less than $3 million) and population (leaving no fewer than 1,500 people in the existing county).
 By splitting off two counties from Big Horn County, it left Big Horn with barely sufficient assessed valuation and population. Further, the valuation for the southern county was probably below the valuation standard and, possibly, even the population requirement. 

The western part that became Park County in 1909 had the advantage of recent investment in irrigation lands as well as the construction of a new spur for the Burlington Railroad. No rail line had yet reached Worland or Thermopolis. That would happen for Worland in 1910. 

By the time the 1911 session of the legislature was to convene, the promise for a new southern Basin county looked far brighter. In 1910, representatives from Worland and Thermopolis met to discuss the question of which city would be the county seat. Most observers believed the rivalry would sink the entire plan. Fortunately, C. F. Robertson, Worland mayor, believed that each town, Worland and Thermopolis, ought to be a county seat town. He argued that the only way to accomplish it would be work cooperatively toward creating TWO southern counties from Big Horn.  
Clearly, the two counties could not be divided evenly with a straight line through the middle of the southern part of Big Horn county. That would have given Worland's new county all of the assessed valuation north and Thermopolis' all of it south. It was likely that the southern part would receive a piece of northern Fremont County giving it additional population and valuation. 

Residents of Shoshoni, south of Thermopolis and over the Owl Creek range, floated a proposal for Boysen County (later renamed Center County for the plan). While Thermopolis was not unsympathetic to Shoshoni's claims, given that the two towns were separated by the mountains and by Wind River Canyon, at that time, impassable by either road or rail.  But Thermopolis citizens did not want to lose that part of northern Fremont County to the ridge line of the Owl Creeks. The Boysen/Center county proposal was short-lived and never gained significant support.

By election day that November, proponents for the two-county solution systematically checked the assessed valuation of the various sections. It appeared that a diagonal split might facilitate equity for population and valuation. Such a solution would create a surveyor's nightmare. Instead of splitting the land diagonally between the two, the committee decided to allot every other section to Washakie or Hot Springs counties. That way, there could be no repeat of the vague assertion from Brooks that the assessments were insufficient, but individual section assessments wouldn't turn into surveying nightmares. 

In that same election, area voters punished Brooks' party for nominating William Mullen, a Sheridan area lawyer, for governor. After all, it was Mullen who, as attorney general, advised Brooks to veto the Hot Springs-Washakie bill. As a result, voters in the southern part of Big Horn county were sufficient to give Democrats all but one county office and all legislative offices, except for the hold-over senator McClellan who, by that time, seemed amenable to the two new counties. 

Joseph Carey, that "Grand Old Man of Wyoming Politics" who had been the state's first U. S. Senator in 1890, ran and won as a Democrat in the 1910 gubernatorial election. Once in office, he surveyed the legislative scene and must have been happy to see two new counties being carved from Big Horn. He knew such a division would favor legislators on his side and provide more advocates for his progressive proposals he was planning to send to the legislature.  (He was engaged in similar political maneuvers elsewhere in the state so it is likely it was true here as well, even though there is little in the way of Carey papers to determine such motives).

On Jan. 5, 1911, the Thermopolis Record announced that a committee of Martin McGrath, Henry Cottle, and J. M. Hench would be traveling to Cheyenne to lobby hard for both new counties. "We expect to win on merit," the Record editor, L. J. Duhig stated. 

McGrath was the town postmaster who also owned a general store; Cottle mined coal near Thermopolis; and Hench was a local attorney. All three men were in their early 50s.

 
On Jan. 13, 1911, the fourth day of the session, the Hot Springs bill (Senate File 3) was introduced by Sen. Patrick Sullivan (Natrona), chairman of the County Affairs and County Boundaries committee of the Senate.
 The bill was very lengthy because it contained the nearly two pages of description of the boundaries. Hot Springs would come from parts of Fremont, Big Horn and Park counties. Meanwhile, a second bill was introduced to create the other county in the pair. Washakie's borders were not nearly as complex because its area came only from Big Horn County.
  Only the border with Hot Springs county would the land description require significant detail. 

The Hot Springs bill was referred to Sullivan's County Affairs committee that included Sens. Samuel F. Price (Carbon), W. H. Gottsche (Sweetwater), I. C. Jefferis (Weston) and Henry Maynard (Albany). It was reported out of committee with a "do pass" recommendation, 
 and passed second reading three days later.
 The bill passed the Senate on 3rd reading on Jan. 25, by a unanimous vote of 27-0.


On the 5th day of the session (Jan. 14), Sen. McClellan had introduced S. F. #7 as a bill to create Hanover County. The name came from the Hanover Canal Company, the corporation formed to build irrigation canals along the Big Horn River. The company was so named because Hanover, Indiana, was the hometown of several canal company incorporators. The committee reported the bill out with a "do pass" recommendation.
 It was not until after that point that the name became an issue. On January 21, the 9th day of the session, the Senate substituted the name "Washakie" for "Hanover."  Critics of the earlier name thought it sounded "too European" and an American sounding name would be preferable.
In the House, the bill went to the county affairs and county boundaries committee and again, came out on a "do pass" recommendation.
 Like the bill in the Senate, Hot Springs County, it passed on third reading by a unanimous vote of 47-0.
 The new county--now Washakie--was authorized when the bill passed the House by a vote of 42-8.

Two other "twin" counties were created by legislation that term. Goshen and Platte were carved from northern Laramie County. As in the case of Park County, the new Goshen County was home to a prominent state senator who represented what would become the existing county. John L. Sawyer was elected in 1906, finishing third in a field of 20 who ran for the ten at-large seats. After the one term in the House, he was elected to the State Senate from Laramie County in 1910.
 
Sawyer, who introduced the bills to create both Goshen and Platte counties in the 1911 legislature, was the son of Torrington's first postmaster, G. H. Sawyer. The elder Sawyer had come to the new town in 1900 where he built a general store on the corner of Railroad and Main. Widowed by the time he came to Torrington, George Sawyer remarried, his new wife being Dr. Elizabeth White, the town's first doctor. 

John Sawyer followed his father to Torrington in 1901 after teaching at schools in Morrill and Valentine, Nebraska.  In Torrington, the younger Sawyer worked as a surveyor for the canal company during the summer months and attended law school at the University of Nebraska the rest of the year. He earned his law degree in 1906 and returned to Torrington to practice law full-time.

Sawyer, like many of his fellow townspeople, was regularly inconvenienced by having to file legal papers at the county seat of Cheyenne, almost 100 miles from their town in the north part of the large Laramie County. The local Torrington booster committee, seeking to establish their own county, recognized that the Interstate Canal, then under construction, would provide ample assessed valuation to justify separation from Laramie County. Grateful for the help Sen. Francis E. Warren had provided in the form of pushing an appropriation bill through Congress, the club voted to name the new county in honor of Senator Warren. That could have been a fatal mistake. 

The new governor, Joseph Carey, had an on-going feud with Warren, going back to the middle 1890s when Warren encouraged a group of legislators to deny Carey reelection to the U. S. Senate. For more than 25 years, even though they had been friends and political allies (and neighbors in Cheyenne) they did not as much as speak to one another. Carey defeated the "Warren machine" to win the governorship in 1910. He certainly did not wish to create a county named in honor of his political foe. 

When Carey told Sawyer he was opposed to the name, Sawyer offered to change the bill so as to have the twin county to the west be named "Carey." The governor would have none of it--to be memorialized cheek by jowl on maps with Warren for all time. Hence, the two new names of Goshen and Platte were proposed and adopted. 

The State Engineer was charged by the 1909 legislature to determine the county boundaries. The boundaries for the two new counties, carved from northern Laramie county, were not difficult to draw. The line was set roughly in the middle. The southern boundary led to some dispute over access to county services from communities in the Iron Mountain country if they were to be cleaved off as part of Platte. With the changes made and general agreement reached on the two new names, Goshen County was created with a House vote of 43-7 and Platte by a vote of 47-4, the same week that Hot Springs and Washakie were created. 

Three other counties came into existence during the same legislative session--Lincoln, formed from the northern part of Uinta County along the state's far western border; Niobrara, split off from Converse in east central Wyoming; and Campbell, made up of the western portions of Weston and Crook counties in the northeast part of the state. (The creation of these counties will be a separate article to be added soon).

Actually, the issue of drawing the numerous lines required for each of the new seven counties brought up a lingering problem with county borders in southeastern Wyoming. In Clarence T. Johnston’s report in 1911 he noted that the boundaries are very unsatisfactory. “For instance the western boundary of Laramie County is presumed to run through Buford station on the UP RR. This station has been moved. The western boundary of Albany County is presumed to pass through Como station on the UP RR. This station has been abandoned. Many boundaries are described with reference to astronomical lines which are not marked on the ground, and which cannot be established except by astronomical work. It is difficult to determine these lines exactly, even with utmost care on the part of observers and with the most accurate instruments.”

Nonetheless, the deeds were done and Wyoming had 21 counties, close to our present 23, occasioned by the additions in the 1920’s of Teton and Sublette.
� Hayden had been a pioneer surveyor, responsible for laying out the town of Cody, in concert with a town founder George Beck, in 1896.  He came to the area as project surveyor for the Cody Canal, built by William F. Cody's Shoshone Irrigation Company. 


� Schwoob, a Cody merchant, became a chief proponent for State financing of highway construction. Consequently, when license plates were issued by the State through various counties, Schwoob was awarded license plate #1-1, even the county designation of "1" was for Natrona County. For Schwoob's business interests, see Lynn Houze, Buffalo Bill’s Town in the Rockies: a pictorial history of Cody’s first 100 years (Virginia Beach, Va.: Donning Company, 1996). For the award of license plate #1-1, see Roberts, et al, Wyoming Almanac, 7th ed., revised (Laramie, 2013), p. 93.


� Wyoming Constitution, Article XII, Sec. 2.


� Session Laws, 1911, pp. 9-11. 


� Washakie was Chap. 8 of the statutes, but introduced as S. F. 7.


� Jan. 20, 1911


� Jan. 23 (tenth day of the session), p. 108.


� Jan. 25, 1911, p. 125.


�  House Digest, 1911, p. 176.


� House Digest, 1911, p. 176. 2nd reading, p. 243


� Feb. 4, 1911, 21st day of the session, pp. 250-51.


� He was elected with the second greatest number of votes, 2,746, to William Dubois, 2,811. He edged out William B. Ross by six votes in the four-man race for the two State Senate seats. Ross went on to become governor of Wyoming in 1922. Wyoming Historical Blue Book, Vol. 2, p. 294. 


� Biographical information from the Wyoming State Archives biographical files. Sawyer continued to practice law in Torrington until his death in 1954. He was county attorney for 17 years as well as a long-time legislator. His son George joined him in law practice in 1937. 


� House Journal 1911, p. 58





