Historic Preservation: Essential in Wyoming

By Phil Roberts

Since the end of the 19th century, Wyoming people have helped preserve our built heritage.  State government has lent a hand by preserving and restoring such places as Fort Bridger and South Pass City. Local groups pitched in over the years by calling attention to threats to local landmarks such as the Sheridan Inn, Laramie's Ivinson mansion, and historic train stations from Evanston to Cheyenne and Medicine Bow.  
Nonetheless, these efforts didn't always end in success.  Many historic structures have been lost--the Mondell house (Newcastle), Leek's Lodge, historic landmark hotels in a number of Wyoming towns, the entire "Cattleman's Row" in Cheyenne, including the Cheyenne Club, just to name a few.  

Since the 1960s, the federal government has contributed funding for state and local preservation.  Consequently, through federal, state and local partnerships for the past half century, Wyomingites have had the benefit of professional expertise in all phases of preservation.  The State Historic Preservation Office (SHPO) has been there to advise on technical aspects of architecture, providing information on taxation benefits from preserving historic structures and recognizing local preservation achievements

Most important, the SHPO historians and staff remind us of our shared values passed down concretely through our built environment and educating everyone--young and old--of the rich legacy that we can both enjoy and share responsibility for preserving. 

Wyoming has an extraordinary natural environment. From Yellowstone's wonders to the beauty of the Red Desert, these features attract visitors and inspired all of us living in the state. These features are so very close to us to enjoy that sometimes it is hard to realize that they are accessible to us because earlier generations ensured they would not be walled off or sold to the highest bidder for industrial sites.

Sometimes underappreciated in this scene, are structures built over the past 150 years by humans.  Many are unique--for instance, the Ames Monument--while others, often very few in number, represent what once had been ordinary homes or businesses in Wyoming. These structures, even though, uniformly, they have far less grandeur than the Tetons or Devils Tower, inspire us in quite different ways. Essentially, they are the greatest connections we have to who we are as Wyomingites. These are the direct links to the pioneers and the town builders who first came Wyoming in the 19th century. They are connections to the generation between the Wars; links to commonly shared experience.  Each has a story--a piece of the mosaic that helps us better understand our history and our own places in it.  

Fortunately, and often due to historic preservation efforts through the years, we can see buildings representative of nearly every post-contact historic decade and every economic phase in the state's history. The frontier army posts--Fort Laramie and Fort Bridger, for instance--not only tell the story of soldier's lives during the era, but also how standard designs required at all army posts were adapted to the unique Wyoming environment. 
Cattle-ranching brought needs for homes and bunkhouses, but also shelters for animals. The houses, most of them built with native materials, were designed for function and utility. Some were low-slung, often wood-framed houses, with windows and doors facing away from the prevailing winter winds and built in draws or along water courses as shelter from the elements. Others, in places where winter snowfall might be measured in feet, had sharply peaked roofs, built on higher terrain in anticipation of spring run-off.  Some featured ornate fire places, worked with hearths of heat-preserving native stone while others, out on the plains and far from wood sources, had metal stoves, imported from the east, designed for burning the abundant coal. These Wyoming buildings might demonstrate shared cultural roots with structures from where their builders had come.  Barns, for instance, have unique features, sometimes revealing builders' ethnicities or long experience housing animals in harsh climates. 

Wyoming's early-day commercial buildings, too, were functional and designed to fit the locale. Nonetheless, their appearances sometimes showed interesting cultural biases. Take for instance the false fronts that seem to be ubiquitous in every Main Street picture from the days of glass-plate photography. In some cases, more than just the design was imported. In railroad towns, entire store fronts were shipped in for assembly as nailed-on imitations of Eastern or Midwestern commercial shops.

During territorial days, Wyoming's population was ethnically diverse and this diversity continued well into the 20th century. The cultural ties with past generations became more distant, but as years passed and as the population became more homogenized, a connection remained to those earlier ancestors through the distinct architecture of home, workplace and house of worship.  

Wyoming, like every state, has its own unique built environment. Unlike many other states, our population constantly remained among the smallest of any state.  Towns were few and mostly spaced far from neighboring populated places. These historic facts alone pose significant challenges for historic preservation. With fewer examples to begin with, each loss of a historic structure seems far more devastating in Wyoming. The loss of one historic landmark--a hotel, a theater, a home, a schoolhouse--is far more strongly felt here, not only for what they mean to a community, but because of their scarcity. 
But just as in the case of our natural areas, preserving these buildings for the inspiration and enjoyment by future generations means that all of us has to take some responsibility. This is our environment, our history, our heritage, and there is no guarantee it will remain without our informed vigilance. Just as in the case of preserving the natural environment--in "keeping Wyoming wild"-- it is up to us to keep Wyoming's historic built environment standing. 

Fortunately, we don't have to do it alone. We can celebrate the preservation successes over the past decades, but the challenges remain ahead. Like the seemingly indestructible natural landscapes around us in Wyoming, the built environment shares that same fragility. SHPO plans are strategies to preserve and restore our built environment and to educate our young people on our shared values that historic preservation can uniquely teach.

This is a summary of Phil’s talk when he served on the Governor’s Ad Hoc Committee on Preservation in the early 1980s.
