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Introduction
Wyoming’s story is woven from the fabric of its ancient landscapes, resilient peoples,
and the perpetual interplay between adaptation and perseverance. Known
simultaneously as the “Equality State” and the “Cowboy State,” Wyoming’s identity is
distinctive, stemming from both its pioneering political legacy and the mythic
trappings of the wide open West. Throughout its sweeping history, the land that would
become Wyoming has been shaped by geological forces, peopled by diverse Native
American societies, traversed by hopeful emigrants, and forever marked by the
pursuit of opportunity, justice, and independence.

The very ground beneath Wyoming’s modern towns and windswept plains bears
witness to a dramatic geological journey, one that spans billions of years. From the
rise of the Rocky Mountains to the subtle formation of the grasslands, each epoch set
the stage for human habitation and struggle. Archaeological discoveries, such as the
weathered stones of the Medicine Wheel or the ancient tools of Clovis hunters, reveal
a land long inhabited, respected, and honored by its earliest peoples. These original
Wyomingites, along with the later Plains tribes, developed complex societies, lifeways
intimately tied to the land, and intricate networks of trade and spiritual meaning.

Contacts with European explorers, fur trappers, and, eventually, waves of settlers
initiated a period of profound transformation and frequent upheaval. French Canadian
adventurers, mountain men like John Colter and Jim Bridger, and the multinational fur
trade carved the first tentative paths into Wyoming’s interior. Their trails blazed a
route for hundreds of thousands seeking new beginnings on the Oregon, California,
and Mormon Trails. These migrations brought new communities but also friction, as
military expeditions and expansionist pressures challenged the sovereignty and
traditions of the region’s Indigenous nations. Through the tumult of the Indian Wars
and the establishment of military forts, Wyoming’s role in the great American
westward expansion was defined.

The railroad’s arrival in the late 1860s catalyzed significant change, stitching together
distant markets and fueling the rapid growth of new towns like Cheyenne and Laramie.
It was in this era that Wyoming achieved one of its most defining political
milestones—the extension of the right to vote and hold office to women, decades
before much of the rest of the United States would follow. This act of social innovation
would brand Wyoming indelibly as the Equality State, a legacy further solidified by
figures like Esther Hobart Morris and Nellie Tayloe Ross.

Throughout the 20th century, Wyoming weathered cycles of boom and bust drawn by
the ebb and flow of natural resource industries—oil, gas, coal, and uranium. The
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state’s economic fortunes and cultural character remained tied to the land, even as
conservation gained prominence with the founding of iconic national parks and
evolving environmental movements. Wyoming’s windswept plains and rugged
mountains became symbols not only of cowboy culture but also of preservation and a
growing tourism industry.

In the 21st century, Wyoming stands as a testament to both tradition and
transformation. Its people continue to balance age-old values of independence and
self-reliance with the pressures and possibilities of a changing world. Energy, politics,
conservation, and social progress all intersect here, as they long have. To study
Wyoming’s history is to encounter the grand themes of American experience—conflict
and cooperation, hope and hardship, innovation and resistance—played out against
the striking backdrop of one of the country’s most beautiful and storied landscapes.
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CHAPTER ONE: Geological Foundations: Wyoming’s
Ancient Landscapes
The land we know today as Wyoming is the culmination of an almost unimaginable
span of geological time, a canvas upon which titanic forces have continuously
reshaped the Earth’s crust. Billions of years of history are etched into its mountains,
buried within its sedimentary basins, and revealed in the layers of rock exposed by
ceaseless erosion. To understand Wyoming's story, we must first journey back to its
deep geological past, long before any living creature resembling those of today walked
its surface. The state’s dramatic topography, from the soaring peaks of the Rockies to
the vast, high plains, is a direct result of this complex and violent geological heritage.

At the absolute foundation of Wyoming lies some of the oldest rock in North America,
part of the Wyoming Craton. Formed during the Precambrian Eon, stretching back over
two and a half billion years, this ancient core is composed of highly metamorphosed
igneous and sedimentary rocks. These crystalline basement rocks were once molten
material or sediments subjected to immense heat and pressure deep within the Earth.
They form the stable base upon which all subsequent geological layers were deposited
and later deformed. While largely hidden beneath younger rocks, this Precambrian
basement is exposed in the core of many mountain ranges, offering glimpses into the
planet's earliest history.

Following the Precambrian, the Paleozoic Era, beginning around 541 million years ago,
saw vast shallow seas repeatedly transgress and regress across the region. For
millions upon millions of years, marine sediments accumulated on the stable
Precambrian platform. Layers of sandstone, shale, and limestone were deposited,
often rich with the fossilized remains of marine organisms that thrived in these ancient
waters. These layers, sometimes thousands of feet thick, blanketed the basement
rock, preserving a record of these ancient environments and setting the stage for later
mineral resource formation. Much of western Wyoming was submerged during
significant portions of this era.

As the Paleozoic Era gave way to the Mesozoic Era, around 252 million years ago,
conditions began to change. While shallow seas still periodically covered parts of
Wyoming, particularly in the east, terrestrial environments became more prevalent.
This was the age of dinosaurs, and their footprints and fossilized remains are found in
Mesozoic rock layers throughout the state, testaments to the diverse ecosystems that
once existed here. The Morrison Formation, a Late Jurassic sequence famous for its
dinosaur fossils, is particularly well-represented in Wyoming, offering paleontologists a
window into a time when massive sauropods and fearsome predators roamed river
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floodplains and lowland areas.

The Mesozoic also saw the initial stirrings of mountain-building activity that would
define Wyoming's modern landscape. While the most dramatic uplift occurred later,
preliminary faulting and folding began to warp the sedimentary layers. These earlier
tectonic movements were precursors to the much larger Laramide Orogeny.
Throughout this era, different sedimentary basins formed and subsided, accumulating
thick sequences of sand, silt, and clay eroded from distant highlands. These basins
would later become significant not only for paleontology but also for their reserves of
fossil fuels.

The late Mesozoic and early Cenozoic Eras witnessed the most significant mountain-
building event to impact Wyoming: the Laramide Orogeny. Beginning roughly 80 to 70
million years ago and continuing for tens of millions of years, this period of intense
tectonic activity saw the western North American plate overriding the Farallon Plate at
a shallow angle. This unusual subduction geometry caused compressional stresses to
propagate far inland, reactivating ancient faults within the Precambrian basement and
forcing large blocks of crust upward. Unlike the fold mountains seen elsewhere,
Wyoming's ranges are primarily block-fault mountains, where large, rigid blocks of the
Earth's crust were tilted and uplifted along steeply dipping faults.

This uplift created the major mountain ranges we see today – the Laramie Mountains,
the Medicine Bow Mountains, the Wind River Range, the Bighorn Mountains, the
Absaroka Range, the Owl Creek Mountains, and others. As these mountains rose, the
adjacent areas often subsided, forming deep intermontane basins such as the Powder
River Basin, Bighorn Basin, Shirley Basin, and the Wyoming Basin. These basins
became traps for vast quantities of eroded material from the rising mountains,
accumulating thick sequences of Cenozoic sediments. The Laramide Orogeny
effectively sculpted the basic structural framework of modern Wyoming, creating the
dramatic relief that characterizes the state.

Contemporaneous with and following the Laramide Orogeny, volcanic activity played a
significant role in shaping parts of Wyoming. In the northwest, the Yellowstone region
experienced massive volcanic eruptions over millions of years, leaving behind vast
plateaus of volcanic rock. The most recent supereruptions, occurring approximately
2.1 million, 1.3 million, and 631,000 years ago, created immense calderas and
deposited thick layers of ash across much of North America. This ongoing volcanism
powers the famous geothermal features of Yellowstone National Park, including
geysers, hot springs, and mud pots, making it one of the most geologically active
regions on Earth. Other volcanic centers, such as the Absaroka Range, are composed
of older volcanic rocks and intrusive bodies.

As the mountains rose, the relentless forces of erosion began their work, carving into
the uplifted blocks and filling the subsiding basins. Water, wind, and ice became the
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principal sculptors, patiently wearing down the rock and transporting sediment. Rivers
cut through resistant rock layers, forming deep canyons like the Snake River Canyon
or parts of the Bighorn Canyon. Weathering broke down rocks physically and
chemically, while wind carried finer particles across the plains. These erosional
processes continue today, constantly modifying the landscape, albeit on timescales far
longer than human comprehension.

Glaciation was another powerful force that profoundly shaped Wyoming's high
mountain regions during the Pleistocene Epoch, or the "Ice Age," which began about
2.6 million years ago. Although continental ice sheets did not cover most of the state,
alpine glaciers formed in the higher mountain ranges. These glaciers carved dramatic
U-shaped valleys, sculpted sharp peaks (cirques and horns), deposited moraines of
rocky debris, and created numerous alpine lakes. Evidence of past glaciation is
particularly prominent in the Wind River Range, the Tetons, and the Bighorn
Mountains, where glacial features remain a striking element of the modern scenery.

The Cenozoic Era, which began around 66 million years ago, is often referred to as the
"Age of Mammals." As the Laramide Orogeny waned and erosion continued, the
intermontane basins became home to diverse mammalian fauna. Thick sequences of
Cenozoic sediments deposited in these basins contain rich fossil records of ancient
horses, camels, rhinoceroses, and many other extinct mammals. These fossil
discoveries provide invaluable insights into the evolution of life and the changing
environments across Wyoming over millions of years. The sediments also hold
significant economic importance, containing vast coal deposits formed from ancient
swamps and serving as reservoirs for oil and natural gas.

The geological story of Wyoming is one of immense power and patient transformation.
From the ancient Precambrian basement to the recent volcanic activity and glacial
carving, each era has left an indelible mark. The folded and faulted sedimentary
layers, the uplifted mountain blocks, the vast sedimentary basins, the volcanic
plateaus, and the glaciated valleys all contribute to the state's unique and spectacular
geography. This complex geological foundation not only created the stunning
landscapes that define Wyoming today but also played a critical role in determining
the location and availability of the natural resources that would later shape human
settlement and industry in the region. The rocks themselves tell a story that stretches
back billions of years, a deep history that underpins everything that followed.
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