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A county map of Wyoming showing the approximate location of the Wyoming Basin 
and areas of special biological value. The numbers on the map identify the 
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Area (p. 97) 
2. Steamboat Mountain (p. 99) 
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k. Big Hollow (p. 106) 
5. Laramie High Plains Natural 

Area (p. 113) 
6. Laramie Plains Natural Area 
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7. Oregon Trail Sagebrush-grassland 
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8. Alkali Desert Shrub Natural 
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Petrified Forest Natural Area 
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11. Henry's Fork Fault Juniper 
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12. Washakie Basin (p. 136) 
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Fremont Lake ( p. 175) 
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INTRODUCTION 

Straddling the Continental Divide, the Wyoming Basin is a unique 

feature of the Rocky Mountain Cordillera (Fig. 1). Although more rugged 

than Nebraska to the east, the sagebrush-dominated grasslands provided a 

route westward for wagon trains searching to avoid the mountains to the 

north and south. Even at the Divide the landscape is treeless and less 

difficult to cross. Isolated mountains, buttes, river valleys, and bad­

lands are interspersed with the sagebrush-grasslands and greasewood flats, 

adding scenic and biotic diversity to the area. 

With the exception of a rather small percentage of land in cultivation 

along floodplains, most of the terrestrial habitats in the Wyoming Basin 

are still dominated by the native flora and fauna (except for buffalo). 

Cattle and sheep grazing have caused shifts in the relative abundance of 

the different species, but this has not changed the character of the eco­

systems. Some argue that sagebrush became more abundant with domestic 

grazing pressure, which may be true on some sites, but Vale (1975) documents 

the abundance of sagebrush-grasslands in the l800's by quoting some of the 

first explorers. For example, Fremont (189-5) wrote, "One of the prominent 

characteristics in the face of the country is the extraordinary abundance 

of the 'artemisias.' They grow everywhere — on the hills, and over the 

river bottoms, in tough, twisted, wiry clumps; and, wherever the beaten 

tract was left, they rendered the progress of the carts rough and slow. 

As the country increased in elevation on our advance to the west, they 

increased in size; and the whole air is strongly impregnated and saturated 

with the odor of camphor and spirits of turpentine which belongs to this 

plant. This climate has been found very favorable to the restoration of 

health, particularly in cases of consumption; and possibly the respiration 

of air so highly impregnated by aromatic plants may have some influence." 

Piatt and Slater (lo52) noted, "Along the Sweet Water, most of the way, 

are narrow bottoms of good grass. Adjacent to these bottoms are large, 

arid, wild-sage plains, extending to the mountains." 

Because of a limited water supply in the Basin, the aquatic habitats 

have been heavily affected by man. Most floodplains have been cultivated 

or are regularly cropped for hay, intense land use near the banks has led 
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Fig. 1. Natural physiographic regions of the conterminous western United 
States, showing the location of the Wyoming Basin (after Fenneman, 

193D. 
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to modification of the aquatic and riparian habitat, and the reservoirs 

for irrigation projects have innundated large areas. As a general rule, 

the farther away from open water, the more natural is the ecosystem. 

For approximately two and one-half summers we have explored the 

Wyoming Basin in search of potential Natural Landmarks, travelling 

thousands of miles by car and hiking long distances in and around areas of 

interest. We have actively sought and obtained recommendations from people 

familiar with the area. Our focus has been largely botanical, but we have 

consulted with zoologists in order to learn about the fauna of most areas. 

For a variety of reasons, both the flora and fauna of the Basin are not well-

known, in contrast to the geological features. 

In addition to studying potential Natural Landmarks we have tried to 

provide a useful classification of the different ecosystem types and natural 

history themes in the Basin, and have identified those themes and natural 

areas that should be studied first, in our opinion, for possible designation 

as Natural Landmarks. A report already has been submitted to the National 

Park Service in which similar information is provided for significant 

geological areas in the Wyoming Basin (McGrew, Brown, Hager, and Mears 197^)• 

In many cases, areas of geological interest are also of biological interest, 

in part because the unique geological situation provides a unique habitat 

for plants and animals. 

Although our attention has naturally drifted to areas which appear 

rare, endangered, or unique, we have also attempted to include natural 

areas that represent common and typical ecosystems in the Basin. Doing 

so has not been easy. Unlike the midwest where a farmer's woodlot or a 

railroad right-of-way may be the only natural areas available, in Wyoming 

one can drive for a hundred miles and have difficulty deciding which area 

is more natural or more typical. In such cases we have chosen areas that, 

in addition to being biologically valuable, are also of interest for geological 

or historical reasons, or because one area includes several different 

habitat types. The latter criterion is important because some ecological 

studies are easier done where boundaries exist and because greater plant 

and animal species diversity can be expected in such an area. 

The Wyoming Basin is large (approximately M+0 km east-west and 300 km 

north-south) and we have not been able to explore all possible Landmarks in 
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