Introduction to Readings in Wyoming History (first edition)
On a warm, cloudless morning in Laramie in the summer of 1993, a group of four dozen leading Wyoming figures met in the University of Wyoming Art Museum, then located in the basement of the university's Fine Arts Building, to begin discussing what was wrong with the economic structure of the state and what could be done to fix it.  The organizer of the non-partisan, interdisciplinary meeting, Jackson attorney Bob Schuster (who would be the Democratic candidate for Congress in 1994), brought the diverse elements together to discuss ideas that might bring the state out of its nearly a decade of economic stagnation and also serve as a forum during which all participants could speak frankly without concern for public posturing. 
Remarkably, after an initial two-day meeting and a series of weekend sessions stretching over the next year and a half and encompassing studies of every aspect of the infrastructure taxation policy and school funding to telecommunications, the group reached a consensus.  In order for the state to retain economic viability without having to sacrifice the "quality of life," some environmental realities would have to be faced. Foremost of these was the question of water. Without it in reasonable supply, any talk of economic development was academic, any hopes for steady development, impossible. 
And there was the question of protecting the environment--notably the wild and scenic areas where Wyomingites have become accustomed to believe belong to them. Where is the balance between economic development and destruction of a way of life? The decisions may be out of local hands, however. As many participants noted, not one person present worked for the federal government, the largest landowner in the state. More than 49 percent of the state is federally controlled. 
Much of the private land in the state is controlled by out-of-state corporations. In fact, would the state even exist were it not for the Union Pacific Railroad, the first transcontinental rail connection?  The "checkerboard section" arrangement allowed the corporation to dictate land policies along the busy southern corridor of the state. Other out-of-state-based corporations, many in the mining and oil industries, control vast parcels of Wyoming land. Many managers live in the state; few company owners make their homes here (except in recent years in Jackson Hole, as much part of Wyoming as California is of the rest of the West). With those powers out of the hands of Wyomingites, one participant asked, then why do Wyomingites look to the legislature to deal with every problem?

Wyoming has never been in command of its own economy. The volatility of a natural resource-base brings wild swings in fortune from boom to bust and back. Topmost on the minds of most forum participants was how Wyoming could escape the "boom and bust cycle." Realistically, international forces shape such trends, but Wyomingites continue to ask how the state can position itself to lessen the shocks of downturns without suffering the infrastructure overloads of booms. 
Jim Bridger, the fur trader-founder of the first permanent settlement in the state, might have asked the same question when the bottom fell out of the fur business. He scrambled to adapt to changing times by turning to scouting and offering supplies to passing "tourists" enroute to new homes in Oregon or the gold fields of California. In nearly every decade since, Wyomingites have had to practice similar deftness. 

Just as Wyomingites fear economic collapse that may be beyond their power to stop, they also dread the boom conditions that may bring thousands to towns unable to furnish basic necessities of housing, water, sewage and social, police and medical services. To the oft-burned old-timer, the newcomers' demands for such amenities leads to concern for what may happen once the boom collapses and the newcomers move away, leaving them to pay the bills for the expanded infrastructure. 
After the mineral industry was forced to begin paying severance taxes as a result of 1969 legislation, the state was often cited as the "most taxed" in the country when, at the same time, taxes on individuals and non-mineral producing companies were the lowest. Like only six other states, Wyoming has no income tax. Property taxes paid by homeowners are as much as half as those paid by owners of similar property in neighboring states. 
Ironically, while economic control rests with outsiders, the tax bill is paid by them, too. The cost-shifting of mineral severance taxes from coal companies to utilities places a significant share of the state's tax burden on the eventual Midwest power customers. The tax structure poses a particularly difficult quandary. With economic growth comes population increases, but for every additional person taking up residence in the state, it actually lowers the per capita share of government services without any corresponding increase in tax revenues (unless, of course, the new "resident" produces minerals). Why, then, should there be any economic development at all?  
Like the beaver that once populated every stream, that the day will come when the mines play out or are no longer profitable. Were it not for the sales tax, hotel lodging and gasoline taxes collected from tourists, might promotion of that activity encourage people to move here, thus driving down the quality of life in a measurable monetary way? To some, the ideal tourist is one who throws his wallet out of the car window at Pine Bluffs, rolls the window back up and keeps driving all the way to Evanston, many miles to the west on the Utah border. From the earliest territorial days, the state was "a road to somewhere else" and locals thought of schemes to detain travelers long enough to sustain a tourist industry.

Wyoming, the ninth largest state in land area, remains the least populated of the states with fewer than 480,000 people. It has been described as "a small town with very long streets" or as a place where one expects his/her congressperson to know him personally and when election time comes, be knocking on the door. As the saying goes, "Everything in Wyoming is political, except politics. Politics is personal." With the comfortable hominess of a small town, the state also suffers from small-town unsureness of its own worth, a readiness to accept outsiders as "experts"--prejudices mixed with feelings of inferiority. 

The state's official nickname, "the Equality State," stems from the path-breaking law passed the first territorial legislature giving women the right to vote. Yet, most men in the state are no more accepting of women in non-traditional roles than anywhere else in America. Further, despite the nickname, the relatively few people of color--the homogeneity of the white population--causes many areas in the state to be unaware of its own diversity. 
Wyomingites, proud of the "bucking horse" symbol on the license plates, may style themselves as cowboys, but the majority of the population lives in towns. Ranching lags far behind mineral production and tourism as an important industry. In 1994, when ranchers who grazed cattle on public lands complained about a "war on the West" in response to the Interior Department's threat to raise the grazing fees to the market level, few Wyomingites noticed that the affected, complaining parties numbered fewer than 1,000 statewide. 

Unlike every other state except Colorado, Wyoming has no natural boundary. It is a mapped rectangle encompassing no fewer than four important river systems, a passel of dividing mountain ranges and tighter economic and cultural linkages at each corner to neighboring states than to a center. Sectionalism is not unique to Wyoming, but in combination with the topography, sparse population and transportation patterns, sectional misunderstandings are less apparent than simply ignorance of the other parts. As Public Policy Forum participants observed, the most apparent unifying component in the state is its only four-year university and even then, it is that institution's sports programs that attempt to bring populations together.

The forum participants, after meeting periodically for almost two years, adjourned with a feeling they had discovered new truths about the state, that the problems required leadership and vision and that they could not be solved in a vacuum. A historian, analyzing the concerns, may as well have been listening to members of the Constitutional Convention 104 years earlier. Throughout the state's history, the citizens have addressed these issues. Consequently, for purpose of this book, I will call them the "seven organizing concepts" in Wyoming history and I summerize them in seven brief phrases: water, "Washington," wilderness, "Wall Street," sectionalism, self-image, and "Wyoming as a trail to somewhere else." 

Questions asked by every generation since territorial days include: Who owns the water and how might it be apportioned?  Why is the federal government, the state's biggest landlord, constantly trying to tell us how to treat our land?  Why can't we control our own economic destiny without "Wall Street" making all of the decisions in paneled board rooms 2,000 miles away? How can we level out the booms and busts?  How can we attract tourists who will pause to spend money as they dart across the main transcontinental pathway east and west? 
The state's entire history can be told through analyzing what caused these questions to be raised and how Wyomingies have struggled to answer them, decade after decade, as voters, property owners, wage-earners, consumers and recreationists.
As photographer Richard Avedon said in a Charlie Rose interview in August 1994, "we don't live chronologically." Extending that further, than why study history chronologically except for purposes of making connections? Actions lead to other actions. Thus, viewing our states’ history by “organizing concept” will allow a better, more thorough view of our past. That is what this book, Readings in Wyoming History, sets out to do.
