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Sectionalism in Wyoming

By Phil Roberts, (2004, rev. 2021)

Wyoming is one of only three states where all borders are artificial constructs. In the case of Wyoming, four straight lines create on the map a rectangle encompassing sections which are fundamentally different in culture, industrial base and politics. The most obvious division is between the northern three-fourths of the state and the southern tier of counties, but there are other sectional lines figuratively drawn between and among communities depending on economic, cultural, political, religious and social ties.  Geography and historical development are the primary creators of these distinct sections.


Most Wyomingites would agree with the following identifiable sections.   Beyond the broader north-south split, defined below, the sections are as follows:  the Big Horn Basin; the "southwest mineral belt" (Uinta, south Lincoln, Sweetwater, Carbon counties); the "oil-coal-cattle-coalbed methane" counties  (Sheridan, Johnson, Campbell, Natrona, Converse); the Black Hills-Great Plains area (Crook, Niobrara, Weston counties); the Wind River Basin and reservation in west central Wyoming; "mountain" area  (Teton, northern Lincoln and Sublette counties); the "irrigation east" (Platte, Goshen counties); "capital-university axis" (Laramie and Albany counties).


 

Those eight divisions are quite variable, however, depending on the issue. In the case of religion for instance, the Mormon counties—where members of the LDS church are numerous—seem quite cohesive even though they are distant from one another in some cases. These counties are Big Horn, Uinta and Lincoln. The coal counties would be identified as similarly geographically distant. They would include Campbell, Converse, Sheridan, Sweetwater, Lincoln and Carbon. If the measure is irrigation, Platte and Goshen share similarities with Washakie and Big Horn as well as some districts of Fremont county. 


Because boundaries do not follow the ridges of mountain ranges, the courses of rivers or the edges of forests, communities near the edges of the state often seem more closely affiliated with the cultural, economic and social lives of people living in out-of-state metropolitan areas. The pulls away from the rest of the state create disunities that often came into conflict, particularly in the political arena. 


Examples of these pulls exist along each of the state's four borders. For instance, the Big Horn Basin towns long have looked toward Billings, Montana, as a trade center.  One look at the topography of the Basin provides an answer why these connections exist. The Big Horn Basin is cut off from neighboring Wyoming towns by mountains on three sides—the Big Horns to the east, the Absarokas to the west and the Owl Creek Range to the south. Until 1924 when the road was completed through Wind River Canyon at the south end of the Basin, residents were faced with steep mountain ascents in order to reach Wyoming towns on the other side.  On the other hand, the Big Horn River flowed gently north toward Billings and no mountain ranges blocked the way. By the end of the 20th century, television stations and the daily newspapers kept Big Horn Basin residents informed about the world (and about Montana events) as well as the merchandise available from Billings stores. High school sports teams competed with their Montana neighbors. The effect of these affiliations was to create a sense of community among Big Horn Basin residents with their Montana counterparts while, at the same time, separating them from the rest of Wyoming.  


Similar examples exist with the northeast corner of Wyoming where affiliations in commerce, media and culture are tied to Rapid City, South Dakota. The additional religious connection between many residents of southwestern Wyoming and Salt Lake City drew the heavily Mormon counties toward a community with Utah. Even in southeastern Wyoming, out-of-state trade pulled residents out of state. Symbolic of this connection were reports in 1994 that when Colorado Rockies baseball franchise in Denver was just beginning, it enjoyed high attendance from Wyoming.  One observer pointed out that at some games, cars with Wyoming license plates in the Rockies parking lots seemed to equal the number with Colorado tags. (Sports commentator/announcer Jeff Huson is a University of Wyoming graduate. For a brief period, Casper native Mike Lansing played for the Rockies).


Few unifying factors exist to counter these pulls of Wyoming sections toward their nearby out-of-state neighbors.  Because of the relatively few common characteristics among residents in far-flung parts of the state, sectional disputes can arise over matters as diverse as mineral taxation and highway locations to establishment of state institutions.  


Because of patterns of settlement and population growth, the most enduring sectional tensions have been between the north and the south.  Arrayed in the north are counties in the Big Horn Basin (Park, Big Horn, Washakie, Hot Springs), the Powder River Basin and Black Hills (Sheridan, Campbell, Johnson, Converse, Crook, Weston and Niobrara counties) and the more centrally located counties of Fremont, Sublette and Natrona. Until the second decade of the 20th century, Lander was a leading town in the region. Following the oil boom during World War I, Casper's population soared and the assessed valuation of its county, Natrona, surpassed all others in the state. "The Oil Capital of the Rockies" took over as principal city in the north, but not without dispute from Lander, Sheridan and even for a brief time, Thermopolis and Worland.


Teton County, encompassing the spectacular Tetons and Jackson Hole, historically has resembled the other northern counties. An influx of wealthy people, a good many from California, gave the county a unique status. As one resident said, "Just as California seems to be beyond the West, Jackson Hole seems beyond Wyoming." To a lesser extent, the same phenomenon exists in Sublette County where former U. S. Secretary of State James Baker maintained a ranch and where surgical staple magnate Leon Hirsch, at one time, was the largest private landowner in the county.
  With the natural gas boom early in this century, Sublette County, already rich in scenery, gained parity in mineral wealth with far-off Campbell County. Sheridan and Johnson counties experienced similar combinations of scenic attraction and mineral exploitation.


When the borders were drawn at the time the territory was established, the northern three-fourths of the state, outside of a few Overland trail stations, was virtually unpopulated by whites. (The Native American population, estimated at close to 25,000, lived almost entirely in the north, but were outside most towns). As a result, the towns created along the main transcontinental railroad tracks of the Union Pacific housed the overwhelming majority of residents until after statehood. Once the construction boom of the railroad passed on, the only towns guaranteed future growth were those where the Union Pacific had designated division or section points.  The rest enjoyed brief prosperity followed by decline to the point of disappearance. Today, not even abandoned buildings or foundations mark the sites of once thriving towns like Bryan, Benton and Bear River City.


The populations of the southern towns included substantial numbers of European immigrants, employed by the railroad or by the nearby mines. As a consequence, the culture of Union Pacific towns centered around miners' union halls, railroader-patronized hurdy-gurdy houses, churches with decidedly European flavors and, eventually, the Democratic Party.


The north's cattle rancher population, diluted by the emergence of small irrigated farms, independently owned (and mostly non-unionized) mines, and the tourism industry, remained largely Protestant (with significant numbers of Mormons), non-immigrant, and Republican.  Most residents came to the area from the Middle West, bringing with them the institutions and values of that region.
 


When the railroad construction crews passed on during the heady year of 1868, businessmen in the towns fortunate enough to gain railroad sanction realized that they could not depend for long-term stability on the absentee-owned UP's decisions involving their towns. Consequently, town dwellers all along the railroad coveted the stability inherent in having government facilities in their town. A state institution guaranteed for the host town a steady supply of business, either in direct state purchases for good and services to maintain the institution or from the payrolls generated by staffing those facilities.  The territorial legislative sessions were marked by bitter rivalries among the Union Pacific towns for a series of territorial institutions ranging from the state capital to the state miners' hospital.
 


Cheyenne, still the temporary capital of Wyoming, is a case in point. On the site chosen by Gen. Grenville Dodge on the Fourth of July, 1867, Cheyenne gained permanence when the railroad designated it a division point. During the winter of 1867-68, railroad construction crews lounged in the hell-on-wheels establishments in the new town, waiting for bridge crews to complete the Dale Creek trestle over an especially deep canyon in the hills west of Cheyenne. 
When Wyoming Territory was established by cleaving off the western counties of Dakota Territory in 1868, Cheyenne seemed the natural candidate for the seat of government. Even though it was perched less than ten miles from the Colorado border and a bit more than 60 miles from the Nebraska line, the town was the oldest along the Union Pacific line in the territory and counted the highest population. When Gov. John A. Campbell arrived to accept his appointment as the territory's first governor, he designated Cheyenne as the temporary capital. Throughout the territorial period, the designation continued even though a substantial capitol building, around which the current capitol grew, was erected there by legislative appropriation in 1888.
 

County Seat Contests 


If Cheyenne had the main seat of territorial government, the other towns along the Union Pacific had their own respective county courthouses. With the sparse populations to the north, the first counties in the territory stretched north and south from the Colorado border to the Montana line. In order to conduct county business, the few residents in the far north during territorial days were forced to conduct business in one of the five county seat towns along the Union Pacific. It was to be more than a decade before new counties were carved out of the original five: Laramie, Albany, Carbon, Sweetwater and Uinta.
 


Courthouses, too, provided economic stability to towns unsure about their continuing status with the railroad and nervous about their abilities to attract additional industry.  Newspaper editors, in particular, led community efforts to gain the county courthouse. While the booster motivation envisioned advertising revenue gained from businesses establishing near the courthouse, the editors' enthusiasm for a county courthouse was furthered whetted by the importance of legal advertising to pioneer papers. The newspaper in the county seat town would have the greatest opportunity for gaining those ads, as long as its political affiliation matched that of most county commissioners. 


Initially, the territorial legislature designated county seat locations, but after 1873, the power was given to the voters in the county affected.
 The change was forced when the county seat of Sweetwater county was moved by legislative act from the dying mining town of South Pass City down to the railroad town of Green River. In terms of population densities and the realities of north-south travel in those days, the move made sense. Nonetheless, residents in other counties took careful notice. Worried that rival towns or newly arriving promoters could convince the legislature of the advantages of future moves, they were able to convince the 1873 territorial legislature that the power rightly should be placed in the hands of voters in the affected county. 


While the change eliminated political wrangling among legislators over the issue, it set the stage for aggressive county seat location elections as populations to the north justified carving out new counties from the original five. When voters petitioned the legislature to create Natrona county in 1889, it set up a contest between the rival towns of Bessemer and Casper. Bessemer, located less than a dozen miles southwest of Casper, was the victor with 677 votes to Casper's 304. The county commissioners reviewed the election results and concluded that the much smaller town of Bessemer had allowed many voters to cast multiple ballots. They awarded the county seat to Casper. Today, Bessemer consists of bare ground with a historic marker a few hundred yards along the highway describing where the town once stood.


Six years later in 1896, the legislature created Big Horn County (which encompassed all of the Big Horn Basin). It prompted a bitter county seat election between Basin and the nearby town of Otto. The contest appeared close with Otto counting on the support of newly arrived residents to the west in towns like Cody, founded that year by William F. Cody’s Shoshone Irrigation Company. From the beginning, however, Basin proponents played to the new town of Cody's pretensions by suggesting that the contest might be more appropriately between Cody and Basin and not with Otto. Cody residents put up their town as a possible site, splitting the vote from the western part of the county on which Otto had depended. Basin was handed the prize. More than a century later, Basin's population continues to be small (less than 2,000 in 2000); its industrial base, negligible; and its existence largely dependent on the payrolls and contracts associated with county government. Otto has nearly disappeared with a 2000 population of fewer than 50.


As another example of the significance of population growth--even continued existence--and the county seat contests, the 1922 election for the county seat of newly created Teton County is instructive. Once the northern third of Lincoln County with the remote county seat of Kemmerer almost 150 miles and mountain ranges away, Teton County is the second youngest of the state's counties. (Only Sublette, established the same year, 1922, but formed a year later, is newer). 


The area had but two towns of any consequence in 1922: Jackson and Kelly. The election contest between them for county seat resulted in the closest race in Wyoming history. Jackson pulled out a two-vote victory. The win probably was fortuitous for county taxpayers. An earth slide in June, 1925, created a natural dam on the Gros Ventre River above Kelly. On May 18, 1927, the natural dam burst, sending water cascading down the river, washing away much of the town of Kelly. Eight residents drowned and the water floated a 75-ton steel bridge a quarter mile downstream. The twin disasters--the loss of the courthouse and the flood--brought an end to the town. The unincorporated place has fewer than 100 residents today.

Location of State Institutions


But the county seat contests were insignificant compared to the electoral contest for the permanent capital of the state in 1904. During deliberations of the constitutional convention in 1889, the delegates could not agree as to the permanent location for the capital. It was decided the issue should best be left to the voters "in an election to be held no sooner than ten years after statehood." The election was finally authorized in 1904 and three cities immediately came forward as candidates--Cheyenne, the temporary capital; Lander, whose partisans pointed to its more central location and accessibility to the rest of the state; and the new oil boom town of Casper, also touting its centrality.  


As campaign literature from the period indicates, the contest was very much in doubt. Cheyenne's distance from the expanding populations north of the North Platte caused residents to fear for the loss of the capital designation. An Encampment promoter had fun by proposing, half in jest, that the new capital be located in the geographic center of the state along a small creek. He suggested that the name for the new capital should be the same as the creek: Muskrat. His proposal was not taken seriously although by late summer of 1904, Casper businessmen saw a possibility that their city's more central location would make it a prime capital site. Because of Casper's presence in the field, Cheyenne's chances seemed strong because voters north of the North Platte and east of the Big Horns were divided between Casper and Lander. 


When the votes were counted, Cheyenne managed to have the most, but not the required 50 percent plus one needed for permanent designation. (Lander came in second). Thus, Wyoming remains a state with Cheyenne as the temporary capital.


Contests for other state facilities were conducted in the legislature, with the exception of one 1892 statewide vote to locate the state's agricultural college at Lander. Because of the economic depression of the early 1890s and the opposition of legislators from Laramie, where the state university had been located in 1886, construction of the Lander college was delayed. Finally, in 1903, the legislature rescinded funding authorization for the proposed school and, following several lawsuits, the agricultural college was established on the campus of the already existing University of Wyoming in Laramie.


Since the earliest days of the territory, Laramie had been the second most substantial town. Legislators from there asked for and received the territorial prison in 1872 and, later, the state's only university. Rawlins, edged out by its older rivals, finally gained the state prison when legislators agreed that Laramie did not deserve both the state's prison and university.
 


Rock Springs, the coal mining center during the territorial period, gained the state's miners' hospital and included in the State Constitution was a provision providing funding for the facility. In the 1950s, when the bottom fell out of the coal market, Rock Springs fell on hard times. The miners' hospital was converted to the Sweetwater County Hospital, although only a tiny portion of the state funding was allocated to it.  By 1995, the miners' hospital fund had grown to more than $35 million.  The debates over what to do with the fund demonstrate continued sectional rivalries.  In 1995, the Wyoming Health Reform Commission, chaired by former Casper legislator Tom Stroock, pointed out that the fund had reached a total of some $30 million. In Recommendation No. 49, the commission suggested that the funds be used for other purposes. Sweetwater County residents resisted.
   


Evanston, the last Wyoming town created by the transcontinental railroad, settled for what was then referred to as the "insane asylum." In each case, location of the institutions meant more than merely the symbolic stature of a growing town. Payrolls and local contracts supplemented the main economic base of railroad employees working in shops, nearby mines or maintaining tracks. 


By the time population began growing in the northern three-fourths of Wyoming after statehood, the most important state institutions already had been located along the south. Northern towns were grateful even for the smaller sites such as the reform school for girls (Sheridan), reform school for boys (Worland), and the state honor farm (Riverton).

Sectionalism and Partisan Politics


Cultural, economic and demographic differences between the northern counties and the southern counties led to distinct political cultures in each area.
  As noted above, much of the north was cattle country, settled at the turn of the 20th century.  The settlers, mostly of northern European stock, primarily came from the Midwest. Those who were not ranchers worked in small businesses catering to agriculture. By the 1920s, the Republican Party held a virtual lock on county offices in northern counties. With rare exceptions, Republican office-seekers could count on at least two-to-one electoral margins in many of them.
 


The southern counties contrasted starkly with their northern counterparts. Particularly in those counties in which the Union Pacific Railroad passed through, railroad workers and miners outnumbered ranchers and small businessmen. Labor union presence added another element missing from the northern counties. Another difference was in ethnicity. As late as 1920, a majority of residents in Sweetwater County, for example, were foreign-born. When Rock Springs boosters organized that city's first International Night in the early 1920s, they boasted their city was the smallest cosmopolitan city in America.
 While Republicans could expect overwhelming electoral majorities in northern counties, Democrats often enjoyed margins of five or six to one in Sweetwater County. The resulting mix created a solid base for the Democratic Party that endured into the late 20th century. 


The American two-party system and winner-take-all elections force politicians to surmount the divisive quality of sectionalism. The more successful Wyoming politicians in the first century of statehood were those who used a variety of devices to overcome the North-South split as well as other less serious sectional clashes.  The canny Francis E. Warren, frozen out of the U. S. Senate in 1892 as a result of voter anger against the Republicans for their perceived role in the Johnson County Invasion, saw the political reality that Cheyenne would not be able to furnish both U. S. Senators nor could a political party maintain dominance unless substantial unity was created through patronage spread among other towns. At a time when legislators chose U, S. Senators, he worked covertly to coldly unseat his long-time friend and once political ally, Joseph M. Carey, from the Senate.
 


For nearly a century, the residents from the southern half of the state maintained substantial but not universal control over the congressional seats. Warren, who hailed from Cheyenne and held substantial ownership in southeastern Wyoming real estate and business, represented the state in the Senate from 1890-92 and 1894 until his death in 1929. During those years, the other seat was occupied first by an Evanston lawyer (C. D. Clark) and then by Sen. John B. Kendrick, the Texas-born cattleman and Democrat, from Sheridan County in the north. Kendrick's political success demonstrated an anomaly in Wyoming politics.
 Democrats from the North were not numerous and the few who tried for electoral office rarely succeeded in gaining the nomination of their party.  While Warren and Clark were Republicans living in majority Democratic counties, few other Republicans from the south won statewide elections.  The usual primary winners in each party were individuals living in counties where their party held the registration edge.
 


Throughout much of the state's first three decades, the House seat was held by Frank Mondell, the former mayor of a northern town--Newcastle.  Even though he was a dependable cog in Warren's Cheyenne-based machine, Mondell's presence on the ticket guaranteed northern representation on the Republican ticket year after year and a northern county presence in Congress.
 


Although other factors besides sectionalism were involved, Democrats succeeded in capturing both U. S. Senate seats in the New Deal years. Joseph C. O'Mahoney, the Massachusetts-born former editor and lawyer, came from Cheyenne while his counterpart H. H. Schwartz was from Casper (for purposes of the North-South split, a northern town). O'Mahoney's career endured throughout the New Deal and war years until 1952 when he was defeated by a northerner, Frank A. Barrett of Lusk. Two years later, O'Mahoney was returned to the Senate where he served until 1960. 
 

The usual pattern of north county Republicans and south Democrats reemerged in the 1960s and 1970s.  Former University of Wyoming history professor Gale McGee, a Democrat, was elected in 1958 (defeating Barrett), serving three terms in the Senate.
  
Albany County, where the university is situated, long has been a Democratic Party stronghold. Democrats predominated there before 1970 because of the substantial population of Union Pacific Railroad employees. Railroad employment dropped in the county throughout the 1960s while the university grew in size. Like McGee, many professors identified themselves with the Democratic Party.  When the voting age was reduced in 1973 as a result of the 26th Amendment to the U. S. Constitution, most college students were able to vote.
 While Democrats gained the advantage from this change in many college counties in America, the results were more evenly divided in Albany County. University of Wyoming students, many of whom were Wyoming residents, tended to vote like their parents, if they voted at all. The student vote appeared not to affect any statewide contest and few local elections were decided by student voters. 


For most of the period of McGee's service in the Senate, the other Wyoming seat was held by men from northern counties. Republican Milward Simpson held the seat for four years, followed by Clifford P. Hansen who served two terms. Both men were lifelong residents of the northwest corner of Wyoming at the time they were elected. (Both Simpson and Hansen, coincidentally, were born in Teton County, although Simpson was a Cody resident when he served as governor and, later, as U. S. Senator). Both Simpson and Hansen gained statewide prominence early in their careers by serving as trustees of the University of Wyoming.  As with McGee's success in the U. S. Senate demonstrates, affiliation with the state's only four-year university tends to dilute sectional identification.


In later years, Rock Springs native Teno Roncalio served in the U. S. House. Known universally as "Teno," he seemed the quintessential Wyomingite from a south county. The son of Italian immigrants, he shined shoes while attending public schools and, later, sold newspaper advertising in his hometown. He worked his way through the University of Wyoming where he was elected student body president, and still managing to graduate in three years. Following army service in World War II, (where he was awarded the Silver Star for valor in the invasion of Normandy), Teno returned to Wyoming where he graduated from law school and opened a law practice in Cheyenne. 


Teno was State Democratic Party chairman (1957-1961) when McGee was elected to the Senate. Given the sectionalism aspects of Wyoming politics, it appeared Teno had reached the height of his public career. Few gave him much chance for statewide office because the state was becoming increasingly Republican and the population of the northern counties was rapidly gaining parity with their southern neighbors. Railroad and coal mining employment plummeted in the 1950s and with it, the labor union voters Democrats depended upon for their majorities in the southern counties. Nonetheless, Teno won four terms in Congress, narrowly losing to Clifford Hansen for the U. S. Senate in 1968.
  Two years later, he was elected to the House once again.


Teno's victories pointed out the personal nature of Wyoming politics. Factors of sectionalism and party affiliation hold in almost all cases, but they are made irrelevant by powerful personalities such as Teno. Had he not chosen to retire from Congress in 1978, he might have challenged Mondell's record of service in the U. S. House from Wyoming.  At the same time that Teno excelled in constituent service, protecting the interests of Wyoming ranchers and oilmen, he also consistently voted against United States involvement in Vietnam at a time when most Wyomingites favored the war. He also strongly supported passage of Civil Rights legislation.  


But such politicians are rare. More typically, Wyoming has been represented in Congress by individuals like Malcolm Wallop, a Republican rancher and businessman from Sheridan in the Republican north.  In his first election, Wallop defeated incumbent Gale McGee by combining a solid lock on the Republican north with inroads among environmentalists throughout the state who mistrusted McGee's record on environmental legislation. (A clever advertising campaign and McGee's lethargic attempts to retain his seat by statesmanship without vigorous campaigning also contributed).  


In the Democratic column, Ed Herschler seems typical of his party's successful candidates. Taking advantage of a bitterly divisive four-way Republican primary in 1974, Herschler, a former railroad lawyer from a pioneer ranching family, began a 24-year Democratic lock on the governorship.  Herschler became the first Wyoming governor to be elected to more than two terms.  In all three of his successful races, he faced Republican candidates weakened by primary election contests in which sectional differences played a role. 
When he did not seek a fourth term in 1986, Democrat Mike Sullivan became the recipient of similar good fortune. Sullivan, coming off an uncontested Democratic primary, faced Republican Peter K. Simpson, brother of U. S. Senator Al Simpson and an official with the University of Wyoming who held a doctorate in history from the University of Oregon. The winner of a bruising battle against a more conservative western Wyoming coal industry lobbyist in the primary, Simpson failed to unite the diverse factions of the party.  Sullivan, a Casper lawyer who, like Herschler, was descended from a prominent ranching and professional family, gained substantial support from ranchers in the northern counties as well as from moderate Republicans in the larger towns.
 


With Sullivan's victory in 1986, for the first time since statehood, all three Congressional seats and the governorship were held by residents of the north. Al Simpson (brother of Pete and son of Milward Simpson), had been a Cody lawyer before he succeeded Cliff Hansen in the Senate. Wallop held the other Senate seat. Another northerner, Republican Dick Cheney, won his fifth term in the U. S. House in 1986. A former aide to President Gerald Ford, Cheney was reared in Casper where he retained residence. Cheney shared several characteristics with earlier successful Wyoming politicians. Not only was he from the north, but he was a native of Nebraska. McGee and Sullivan were Nebraska natives, too. (In 1989, Cheney resigned his house seat to become President George Bush's Secretary of Defense and, in 2000, he was elected Vice President of the United States.  Although he cited residence in Wyoming immediately before the 2000 election, he was living in Texas since the defeat of George H. W. Bush in 1992, running the global oil corporation, Halliburton). 


Observers speculated about whether or not sectionalism as a political factor was a dead issue after 1986.  The 1994 election seemed to confirm their view. Even before the Republican tide swept all Democrats out of the congressional delegation and the top five statewide elective positions, it was clear that the north would retain political dominance. All candidates for the U. S. Senate and U. S. House were northerners. Gov. Mike Sullivan and Rep. Craig Thomas, ran for Wallop's seat. Thomas, a Cody native and long-time Casper resident, prevailed. Two graduates of Natrona County High School, Casper, sought the House seat.  The winner, Republican Barbara Cubin, defeated Bob Schuster, who lived and worked in Jackson when he was running. 


For governor, the two party nominees were from the south although the eventual winner, Jim Geringer, lived in Platte County, not one of the Union Pacific counties which had dominated the state's politics in earlier years. Of all candidates in the major races in 1994, Kathy Karpan was most thoroughly identified with the south. A native of Rock Springs, she had lived in Rawlins, attended the University of Wyoming, and served in the state capital as Secretary of State prior to her defeat in 1994.


Before 2002, it appeared that in politics, the traditional north-south split no longer was relevant.  Yet, in the gubernatorial race in that year, two candidates, both natives of the north, faced off in the general election. The Republican candidate was Eli Bebout, a Riverton businessman with strong ties to the mineral industry. The Democratic nominee was Dave Freudenthal, an attorney who had a long record in state government as well as a term as U. S. Attorney for the state in the Clinton administration. A Democrat in what many describe as an overwhelmingly Republican state, Freudenthal won a narrow victory in 2002. The issues included Bebout’s associations with the nuclear waste industry, some political blunders, and the unpopularity of the retiring Republican governor.

But, at least by appearances, Freudenthal recognized the sectional issues in the state’s electoral politics and campaigned to overcome them. In heritage, he represented the ideal combination for a Democratic candidate when it came to overcoming the traditional sectionalism biases.  Born in Thermopolis and educated in the public schools there, he attended college out of state (Amherst), returning to earn a law degree at the University of Wyoming. At the same time he was a law student, he continued his employment as Gov. Ed Herschler’s planning coordinator and, later, as his chief of staff.  Even with the strong affiliations in both north and south, Freudenthal followed a campaign strategy of spending a week at a time in nearly every county, knocking on doors and visiting with breakfast and coffee-break patrons at local cafes.  He won a narrow victory, but four years later, he was returned to office in a landslide.

The Media and Out-of-State Pulls on Wyoming Sections


In 1938, Tracy McCraken, publisher of the competing Cheyenne daily, the Wyoming Eagle, took over control of the Wyoming State Tribune, a paper that had been considered the only statewide newspaper in Wyoming. McCraken shrunk the Tribune's statewide subscription base, preferring to operate separate papers in other parts of the state. His Wyoming Eagle remained the morning Democratic daily in Cheyenne while, under McCraken's ownership, the Tribune continued publishing in the afternoons, retaining its Republican editorial allegiance despite the new owner's close identification with the Democratic Party. McCraken was Democratic national committeeman who gained some minor national fame in 1960 for casting all of Wyoming's convention votes for John F. Kennedy, even though nearly half of the delegation was committed to voting for Lyndon Johnson on the first ballot. McCraken's maneuver gave the nomination to Kennedy and kept the nomination contest from going to a second ballot.
  


In the 1930s, McCraken's decision not to continue statewide circulation demonstrated a basic economic truth. Wyoming has had few companies with operations throughout the state. As a result, the Tribune ownership found that the high costs of statewide circulation had to be borne by advertisers in Cheyenne who often cared little about seeking customers from far-flung reaches of the state. When McCraken took over operation of the Wyoming Eagle in 1925 (founded three years earlier by Sen. John B. Kendrick to aid his reelection campaign by having a Cheyenne presence), he charged lower advertising rates than the Tribune, telling local advertisers that their advertising dollars were more carefully targeted toward local customers than ads in the competing Tribune. The Tribune's statewide circulation base could be maintained only if the state had a significant number of businesses operating branches statewide or businessmen willing to pay the premium in advertising to reach potential buyers far from their home stores.  As the Tribune discovered (and remains true, even in this century), few Wyoming businesses have statewide branches. The reality of trade areas militates against businesses in one part of the state seeking buyers in other corners.
  


When the Tribune began circulating statewide in the late 1880s, railroad transportation was primarily east and west with the lines of the Union Pacific, Chicago and Northwestern and Chicago, Burlington and Quincy, all connecting points east and west. A Union Pacific-controlled line did run north from Cheyenne to Douglas, connecting with the lines to Casper, but it wasn't until 1913 that a railroad connected the Big Horn Basin with the rest of the state.  The first auto highway through the Wind River Canyon was completed 11 years later.


The problem was geographic.  As any reference to a Wyoming map illustrates, mountain ranges cut off vast portions of northern and western Wyoming from the rest of the state. Separations have been less drastic between these areas and trade centers in neighboring states. Consequently, when outlaw Butch Cassidy was convicted of horse-stealing in 1894, the county sheriff of Fremont County escorted him north to Billings where they took a train east to Nebraska, changing for a westbound Union Pacific passenger car to Rawlins.  As the Northern Pacific railhead closest to the area, Big Horn Basin residents began a long association with Billings businesses. Inspections of license plates on vehicles parked at shopping malls in the Billings area in 1994 revealed a significant number of cars bearing license plates with county "3" (Sheridan), "11" (Park), "9" (Big Horn) and a smattering of "20" (Washakie) and "15" (Hot Springs) plate numbers. 


Similarly, Rapid City, South Dakota, merchants attract large numbers of shoppers from the three northeast counties of Campbell, Crook and Weston counties. Scottsbluff, Nebr., enjoys considerable trade from nearby Wyoming towns of Lusk, Torrington and Guernsey.  Even in the larger towns of southeastern Wyoming, businessmen complain about local residents traveling an hour or two from Cheyenne or Laramie to Fort Collins or Denver, Colo.  


Beyond shopping, Wyoming residents rely on those out-of-state trade centers for major medical services.
 The trade centers are home to sources of information through television channels and newspapers which are seen throughout those areas.  Even with the widespread subscriptions to satellite and cable television, viewers in the southwest have access to Salt Lake stations; Big Horn Basin viewers can watch Billings programming; Gillette TV fans see their favorite shows on Rapid City stations. The Weston County history, for instance, notes Newcastle's close media contacts with South Dakota, dating from Oct. 1957 when KOTA-TV--Rapid City was brought by booster to the county.
 


Wyoming had no public television station until 1983 and even as late as 1997, the station was not received by viewers who were left to rely on public TV stations in Utah, Nebraska and Colorado.


In November 1994, Wyoming Public Radio finally began transmitting to listeners in southwestern Wyoming. Until the early 2000s, the broadcast signal was not available to radio sets in the northeast counties. Finally, by 2008, WPR signals reached nearly every corner of the state. Lusk was among the last towns to be served.


Highways and the main Union Pacific line provide convenient links in the southern part of the state between east and west. Nonetheless, the vast distances combined with cultural factors draw many residents from the southwest corner toward Salt Lake City.  Large LDS (Mormon) populations live in the southwest who look to Salt Lake City for spiritual guidance as well as for convenient shopping.


Sectional shopping centers exist for residents unwilling to take longer trips out of state. Examples include Worland, Rock Springs, Cheyenne and Riverton. Nonetheless, Casper remained the only Wyoming city enjoying a broad out-of-town shopping base among Wyoming residents. 


Casper's media outlets were the only ones with a statewide presence.  Mindful of what had happened to the Cheyenne-based Wyoming State Tribune three decades earlier, in 1965, editor Bill Missett of the Casper Star-Tribune, made the decision to make the paper a statewide daily. Yet, even four decades later, circulation to the far reaches remained a problem; so did advertising sales. Nonetheless, the Star-Tribune's newsstands vied with those of the Rapid City Journal in Gillette, the Denver Post and Rocky Mountain News in Cheyenne, the Billings Gazette in Cody and Worland (although an agreement with the Billings paper, part of the same chain by then, agreed to a circulation limit at Kirby, the Gazette gaining all former Star-Tribune readers north of there) and the Salt Lake Tribune and Deseret News in Evanston. Similarly, Casper's KTWO-TV under the management of Jack Rosenthal in the 1960s, moved toward statewide coverage.
 


Sectional rivalries between towns gave rise to numerous sports rivalries between Wyoming high schools. In the same spirit that gave rise to the county seat contests of old, prep football players from Powell savored wins over rival Cody, Worland wrestlers enjoyed wins over Thermopolis and annual contests between high school teams in Cheyenne and Laramie remained emotional. 


The University of Wyoming, the only four-year university in the state, remained an important counterweight to sectionalism. The "Cowboys" sports teams enjoyed strong fan support, demonstrated by the stream of cars coming into Laramie on I-80 and U.S. 30 on home football fall weekends and for the exciting NIT championship run by the UW Cowgirls basketball team in 2007.  


After World War II, seven community colleges were created in Wyoming, many either with UW support or in facilities originally used as UW extension branches. Rather than serving as educational fault lines, the colleges largely overcome sectional quarreling by coordinating activities through a community college commission with members representing each college district as well as areas not having colleges.


While the North-South split is less chronic in the 21st century then in previous times, problems of sectionalism remain, even though the alliances seem to change depending on the issues. Many people have long memories about how their town was viewed during times of economic distress, for example. Take the case of Rock Springs, a coal mining town that has ridden the "boom-and-bust" roller coaster for more than a century. Rock Springs native Paul Krza explained what was a common view of many county residents toward Casper in his Casper Star-Tribune column in July 1995. "I can tell you there's no big love for Casper in Rock Springs," Krza wrote. "Once...I asked a Rock Springs friend if he had occasion to visit Casper. 'Never,' he replied. 'And that's too often.'" Krza went on to explain that much of the feeling goes back to when Rock Springs was viewed as "those grimy coal miners living in shacks." At that time, Casper was enjoying economic prosperity. There was no great rush to share the wealth. Yet, when the minerals boom in the 1970s hit, Rock Springs residents saw Casperites in the legislature, pushing for formulas on spreading around the taxable wealth. "The lesson seemed to be that when Casper had needs, Rock Springs responded. But not the other way around," Krza wrote.


A 1995 proposal to preserve open space in Teton County was another example of the currency of sectionalism in modern Wyoming.
  Blessed with spectacular scenery and close proximity to Yellowstone National Park, Teton County is home to film actors, retired millionaires and the highest proportion of lawyers of any county in the state. Private land is scarce; more than 95 percent of the land is federally owned. Costs of housing increased spectacularly in the last two decades of the 20th century and early 21st.  Empty land is at a premium. 


In 1994, a group of Jackson residents approached two long-time Jackson Hole ranching families about preserving their ranches as open space rather than subdividing the land for lucrative housing developments. The group proposed that the two families place a conservation easement on their land, guaranteeing that they would not be developed. The families would continue to own the land and ranch on it, subject only to the conservation restriction.  As payment, the group proposed that the federal government grant huge tracts of barren Bureau of Land Management administered land in Sweetwater, Sublette and Lincoln counties to the families. Underlying the lands were significant mineral deposits and oil and gas. The Jackson Hole group seemed surprised when residents in the affected counties angrily opposed the land swap.  Ironically, members of both affected families in Jackson Hole had opposed creation of Grand Teton National Park and its expansion in the 1940s. "Why should our land be used to help wealthy Jackson Hole residents maintain green spaces?" one Sweetwater County legislator argued.


But more than land swaps reveal the economic sectionalism in Wyoming. Attitudes toward taxation point out huge differences among the counties.  Teton County businesses, for example, collect significant sales tax revenues from the millions of visitors who come to Jackson Hole each year for mountain-climbing, river-running, hiking or skiing in the winter. 


In 1991, sales tax collections totaled more than $16 million, the fifth highest total among all counties and, by far, the highest per capita receipts. State government got 63 1/3 percent of sales tax revenues with just 36 2/3 percent going back to the counties.
  Teton County residents complained they provided more to the state than most other counties.


Until recent years, school financing came almost exclusively from property taxes. In January 1980, the State Supreme Court mandated equalization of school finance among all districts. As a result of the decision, a constitutional amendment was passed by the voters in 1982 making it possible to use funds from the richest school districts to improve funding in poorer districts.  Based on assessed valuations, Teton County ranked 16th among the 23 counties. Because of requirements for equalization, the schools there profited from the change.


Campbell County, not blessed with great scenery, nevertheless had the good fortune of containing the greatest coal reserves of any county in America. Although it had diversified somewhat in recent years, a large part of the population was made up of coal miners and company management. Even in the years of economic downturn in the mineral industry (the 1990s), severance tax revenues, generated mostly from the coal mined in Campbell County, accounted for nearly 20 percent of the state's annual income.
  The county enjoyed the highest assessed valuation of any county in the state even though it ranked just sixth in population. Although mill levies were low, the property taxes from coal provided Gillette with fine schools and excellent public services. Unlike Teton County where equalization helped local schools, it cost Campbell County.
  In the first eight years of this century, Sublette County’s natural gas production placed it at the top of all counties in assessed valuation.  The county’s population was even smaller than Campbell’s.

Because of the necessity for equalization, the state legislature established a classroom unit value for each county. If local revenues did not bring the units up to the state-designated level, state funds were allocated. Setting the classroom unit value and allocation schemes were hotly debated each budget year in the legislature. Predictably, Teton County legislators sought distribution schemes which are far different from those proposed by Campbell County representatives.
  In recent years, the more equitable average daily attendance numbers are the root of funding allocations, somewhat diminishing the ferocity of the old classroom-unit debates.


The disputes seem quite different from those of the last century. Fragmentation along sectional lines, however, continues. Intrastate air transportation, a seemingly effective way to connect disparate towns with dependable service, has had only fleeting success in Wyoming's history. In the 1930s, a New Deal program provided funding for construction of airports in every Wyoming county. In the 1950s, Frontier Airlines connected many Wyoming towns, some proving not to have many residents desiring tickets.
 Since the 1980s, few Wyoming towns enjoyed direct airline connections with their neighbors. As one frequent airline passenger once said, "In order to get from Laramie to hell, they'd route you through Denver."


A comic strip in the late 1980s showed one character telling the other that "Wyoming does not exist. It is a figment of a mapmaker's imagination."  If one considers the fragmentation inherent in the artificial nature of the state’s borders and the outward pulls toward metropolitan areas in neighboring states, the statement contains a grain of truth. The elements dividing residents of the state, primarily rooted in geography, still vastly outnumber the unifying factors. While sectionalism may not have the same potency in politics in the 21st century, it still continues to influence state legislation, economics, education, media and culture. 
� Geographer Robert Harold Brown identified nine "districts" in the state. The primary difference between my list and Brown's involves the southwest third of the state. He includes Jackson, Evanston, Rock Springs and Rawlins in just one "district." Robert Harold Brown. Wyoming: A Geography. (Boulder: Westview, 1980), 308-310.
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