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

By Phil Roberts

In this presentation to the Hot Springs County chapter of the Wyoming State Historical Society on April 12, 2014, Phil presented some vignettes about creation of Hot Springs County and provided the rationale for its unique shape. 

The number of Wyoming counties increased during Gov. Joseph M. Carey's term when seven new counties were caved 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.  
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. 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 another county in the south. Because the speaker of the house was Charles Hayden from Big Horn County, but actually a resident of Cody, and the president of the Senate was Jacob Schwoob, also representing Big Horn County, but also from Cody, there was legislative power to get Park County created. Despite the opposition of George Bear McClellan and Baldwin, 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. Word came back that afternoon 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. By splitting off two counties from Big Horn County, it left Big Horn with sufficient assessed valuation and population, but the valuation for the southern county was probably insufficient. The western part that became Park County had the advantage of recent investment in irrigation lands as well as the spur for the Burlington Railroad. No rail line had yet reached Worland or Thermopolis. That would happen for Worland in 1910 and, by the 1911 session of the legislature, the promise for a new county looked far brighter. 

In 1910, representatives from Worland and Thermopolis met because C. F. Robertson, Worland mayor, believed that each town, Worland and Thermopolis ought to be a county seat town. The only way to accomplish it would be work toward 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, giving Worland's new county all of the assessed valuation north and Thermopolis' all of it south, because the southern part was also receiving parts of northern Fremont County. Thus, the line was drawn by following section lines, incorporating the same number in each county. The “solution” did not create what would have been clean, straight lines on a map. Splitting sections diagonally, however, would have created a surveyor’s and assessor’s nightmare. 
By that point, the short-lived proposal for Boysen County (later renamed Center County) was being floated by Shoshoni partisans. While Thermopolis was not unsympathetic to Shoshoni's claims, they did not want to lose that portion--or at least, that part to the ridge line of the Owl Creeks. Thus, much of the southern border of Hot Springs County followed the same section-by-section scheme.
By election day that November, the plan had been formalized by systematically checking the assessed valuation of the various sections and, instead of creating a surveyor's (and landowner’s) problem by splitting the land diagonally between the two. That way, there could be no repeat of the vague assertion from Brooks that the assessments were insufficient. 

At the same time, voters punished Brooks' party for nominating William Mullen, a Sheridan area lawyer, for governor. It was Mullen who, as attorney general, the Democrats pointed out, who advised Brooks to veto the original 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 two new counties. 

Gov. Joseph M. Carey, who ran and won as a Democrat, surveyed the legislative scene and must have been happy to see two new counties being carved from Big Horn, adding for the long term what he assumed would be legislators favorable to him and his progressive positions on much legislation. 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. 
On Jan. 13, 1911, the 4th day of the session, a bill (1911 Session Laws: Chap. 9), was introduced as S. F. 3 Session Laws, pp. 9-11. Sec. 4 contained the nearly two pages of description of the boundaries, reciting the jogs up, down, and across along surveyed section lines. The county came from parts of Fremont, Big Horn and Park counties while Washakie came only from Big Horn County.  (Washakie was Chap. 8 of the statutes, but introduced as S. F. 7). 

The Hot Springs bill was introduced by Sen. Patrick Sullivan, chairman of the County Affairs and County Boundaries committee of the Senate. It was referred to his committee that included Sens. Samuel F. Price, W. H. Gottsche, I. C. Jefferis and Henry Maynard. (Gottsche, a Sweetwater county sheep rancher, later left his fortune for creation of a “rehabilitation center” to treat for polio. It was located in Hot Springs State Park in Thermopolis where it continues in existence). 
The bill was reported out of committee with a "do pass" recommendation on Jan. 20, 1911, and passed second reading on Jan. 23 (tenth day of the session) (p. 108). The bill passed the Senate on 3rd reading on Jan. 25, 1911, (p. 125), by the unanimous vote of 27-0.

On the 5th day of the session, Sen. George McClellan introduced S. F. #7 as a bill to create Hanover County on Jan. 14, 1911. The name later was changed to Washakie County, several days after introduction of the bill. Later, that bill, too, was reported out of the committee with a "do pass" recommendation. (p. 176). 
In the House, the bill went to the county affairs and county boundaries committee and came out on a “do pass” recommendation, (House Digest, p. 176, 2nd reading, p. 243). The bill passed on third reading, Feb. 4, 1911, the 21st day of the session, by a unanimous vote of 47-0.  (p. 250-51). Washakie passed by a vote of 42-8. Other counties created in that legislative session had similar good fortune. Goshen was authorized on final passage by a vote of 43-7; Platte, by 47-4, later that week.
So now you know why the Hot Springs County boundaries appear to be so symmetrical, yet difficult for anyone but a trained surveyor to draw and understand. 
