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The Boswell Ranch is located in Albany County, Wyoming, the southern boundary of 
both the ranch and the county being the Wyoming-Colorado state line. The ranch 
is in a valley on the east flank of a major range of the Rocky Mountains. To the 
east are thinly-vegetated hills separating the valley from a broad expanse of 
grassland called the Laramie Plains. To the west, hills merge with pine-studded 
peaks of the Medicine Bow Range. The highest peak in the Wyoming portion of the 
chain is Medicine Bow Peak which is just over 12,000 feet above sea level, but in 
Colorado the highest points of the chain reach altitudes of over 14,000 feet. 
Although situated in a minor valley, the Boswell Ranch is not far from, and 
actually midway between, larger elevated basins. Southwest of the ranch and 
lying entirely within Colorado is North Park, in size thirty miles from north to 
south by fifty miles from east to west, and with an average elevation of about 
8,000 feet. Northeast of the Boswell Ranch and lying entirely within Wyoming is 
the Laramie Plains, ninety miles from north to south by thirty miles from east to 
west, with an average elevation of about 6,500 feet. Through the ranch flows the 
Upper Big Laramie River, a classic, willow-lined trout stream whose headwaters are 
in the mountains encircling North Park. Here meandering through irrigated river 
bottomland and there slicing through narrow canyons, the river wends its way north 
through the Medicine Bow Range and the Laramie Plains to join the North Platte 
River at Fort Laramie, Wyoming.

The Boswell Ranch consists of approximately 1,750 acres of deeded land and 3,000 
acres of public land leased from the Bureau of Land Management. The average 
Laramie Plains ranch contains just over 7,000 acres, but considering its particular 
mountain valley location the Boswell Ranch is average in size. The property con­ 
sists of river bottomland where a fine crop of native hay is grown, grass and sage- 
covered hills, forested mountain slopes, and on the east bank of the Big Laramie 
River a headquarters complex containing twenty-four structures, including corrals.

The headquarters is bisected from east to west by a graded road that is a link in 
a historic transportation route between North Park and the Laramie Plains, On the 
south side of the road are eight structures: a one-and-a-half-story log ranch house, 
a log shed, three log cabins, two frame sheds and a set of log corrals. According 
to Historian Robert Homer Burns, the ranch house was built in 1873 by a man named 
Tom Walden (Waldron?). The log shed was probably built at the same time, but at 
least as early as 1894. Also built by 1894 is a log cabin, which has been remodeled 
to serve as a summer home for the ranch owner. On the north side of the road are 
sixteen structures: a one-story log barn with loft, a log bunkhouse, a log workshop, 
seven frame sheds, two frame privies and four sets of log corrals. The log barn is 
apparently the only structure among the sixteen built by 1894, and in that year it 
was a one-story structure capped by a sod roof. Scattered about the headquarters 
are accessories and appurtenances to operation of the ranch. Some, such as horse- 
drawn wagons, sleds, and slips are historic; others, such as an antique gasoline 
pump, are marginally historic; and still others, such as gasoline or diesel-powered 
vehicles and electrically-powered tools, are relatively recent in origin.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

At an early date in the history of Wyoming the livestock industry was established 
in the Laramie Plains. Stockraising was attempted there after 1862, the year in 
which traffic became heavy along the Overland Trail, a great, western, transpor­ 
tation artery passing through the area. The industry took root in the Laramie 
Plains because of the abundance of nutrituous grasses and the availability of 
water. According to Historian Robert H. Burns, three of the earliest men to 
engage in the livestock industry in the Laramie Plains were Phil Mandel, Tom Alsop, 
and Charley Hutton. Mandel was one of the earliest settlers in the Plains, having 
made the first recorded land claim there when Wyoming was still a part of Dakota 
Territory. As station-master at the Little Laramie Station on the Overland Trail, 
Mandel purchased footsore, worn-out cattle from passing freighters, turned them 
out on the range, and found that they did remarkably well through the winter. Tom 
Alsop's interest in the Laramie Plains area dates from 1863 when, returning east 
from Salt Lake City, he was caught in a snow storm on Sherman Hill near the present 
city of Laramie, and was forced to turn his oxen loose to shift for themselves. He 
and his men continued on horseback toward Omaha, expecting that the oxen would die 
of exposure and starvation, but when Alsop returned the next spring he found them 
in a sheltered valley along Sand Creek, about twenty miles west of Sherman Hill. 
Not only were they alive, but they were healthy and had grown fat from the grass 
they had eaten. Together with Charley Hutton and Ed Creighton, Alsop started 
ranching at the Big Laramie River Crossing of the Overland Trail, located some 
eight miles southwest of Laramie.

From convenient watering places along the Overland Trail, ranching spread through­ 
out the Laramie Plains and, following streams and creeks, penetrated nearby hills 
and mountains. It is understandable that at an early date the Big Laramie River, 
a major stream draining the east slopes of the Medicine Bow Range, would attract 
agricultural settlement, and that its banks would become dotted with ranches. The 
flow of the river was continuous, although the water level was irregular depending 
upon the season and the weather. This life-giving water not only served to quench 
the thirst of people and stock and provided the means for irrigation of small 
gardens, most importantly it was used to irrigate bottomland meadows, enabling 
man to produce forage crops to sustain livestock during periods of inclement weather, 
In such a way was the basis for permanent settlement laid. It should be noted that 
settlement also was based upon the Union Pacific Railroad, which not only provided 
a means for shipment of stock to markets, but itself created a demand for railroad 
ties, timber, coal and roadbed ballast, all of which are found in, or bordering, the 
Laramie Plains.
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Log structures at the headquarters display two different styles of corner-joint 
construction: hewn dovetail and sawed, halved-log. The ranch house is the only 
example of the former, and the barn is the most notable example of the latter. 
The architecture of the Boswell Ranch is not unique in comparison with that of 
other ranches in the state. It is, rather, typical ranch construction. However, 
the two styles described above are well-represented at the Boswell Ranch because 
of the good physical condition in which structures are found. Furthermore, all 
structures are functional to the ranch operation and are in use today. In com­ 
parison, two deteriorated log structures built about 1900 and located about six 
miles west of the ranch are all that remain of a relay station along the Laramie 
Plains-North Park stage and freight route that passes through the Boswell Ranch.

Since the turn of the century the Boswell Ranch has seen physical change. A 
number of structures, such as sheds and guest cabins, have been added to the 
ranch headquarters, although all are architecturally and functionally compatible 
with older structures. Several historic ranch structures have been modified. 
For example, a lean-to addition has been made to the south side of the ranch 
house, the roof of the barn has been raised to provide a hayloft, and a log 
structure just south of the ranch house has been remodeled to provide a guest 
cabin. The steel and wood bridge across the Big Laramie River, although of 
comparatively recent construction, is in the same location as bridges shown in 
historic photographs of the ranch. Probably the most significant modern intrusion 
upon the ranch scene is a set of steel towers supporting five-wire strands of 
245 kV power transmission line stretching from east to west, and located 3,000 
yards north of the ranch headquarters. At the time this nomination is being 
written, a 345 kV power line is being constructed across the ranch adjacent, and 
parallel to, the existing line.

In summary, the Boswell Ranch reflects the changes of passing time while retaining 
the essential characteristics of a western cattle ranch. The essential natural 
characteristics of the ranch remain from the earliest days of its establishment, 
including mountains, hills, valley, stream, vegetation, and the presence of game 
animals. Spring floods may have cut new stream banks in places, but the Big 
Laramie River has not changed enough to cause the removal of the ranch head­ 
quarters. Trees and shrubbery have grown up at the headquarters, and the number 
of acres cleared for meadow!and may have increased, but the vegetation of the 
surrounding landscape consisting mainly of grass, sage and lodgepole pine are 
the same. Game animals, including deer and elk, can still be seen on or around 
the ranch just as they could when white men first visited the area. Specific 
historic structures at the ranch headquarters have been altered and other struc­ 
tures have been added to the site, although the casual visitor will not notice 
all of the changes that have taken place. However, the essential man-made ele­ 
ments of the ranch, including ranch house, outbuildings, corrals and fences, exist 
today as they did in the last quarter of the nineteenth century.
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Located on the southwestern fringe of the Laramie Plains, the Boswell Ranch is one 
of a number of ranches along the Upper Big Laramie River. It was established in a 
valley, protected by hills and mountains, at a point where the alluvial plain is 
wide enough to permit the development of meadows and the construction of a ranch 
headquarters. The selection of the headquarters was also dependent upon level 
terrain, the availability of dry ground, and upon the availability of a convenient 
ford across the Big Laramie River. The significance of the ford location, later 
the site of a bridge or series of bridges, is that it became a link in the trans­ 
portation route between settlements both northeast and southwest of the ranch. 
For the ranchowner the crossing has also served as a convenient access to meadows 
on the west bank of the river, and to nearby forest grazing land.

It may have been C. T. Waldron who, in the early 1870's, selected the Upper Biq 
Laramie River site as the location of his ranch, although no reliable source 
material has been turned up to substantiate either the date, or the name of the 
person who started the ranch. An article in the Laramie Daily Sentinel for June 
26, 1876 reads: "Good news from the North Park and Independence Mountain. C. T. 
Waldron, who has a ranch near crossing of Big Laramie on the road to North Park, 
called at the office. Showed us the following letter." The letter concerned gold 
that had been found in North Park and reflects the mining activity that took place 
and which helped establish permanent settlement of the Park. As stated in the 
Description portion of this nomination, Historian Burns placed the construction of 
the Boswell Ranch at the site during or following 1868, since a traffic route could 
have developed that early between North Park and the railhead at Laramie, by way 
of the Boswell Ranch. An Albany County title abstract record reveals that the 
first entry was made for the Boswell property in 1878, and since that time the 
ranch has changed owners a number of times. The present owners, Elizabeth and 
Fred McCabe, bought the ranch from the Hunt family in May, 1971. A total of 265 
cows and bulls are presently run on the property; the working stock consists of 
ten horses.

Thus the Boswell Ranch has been in operation for approximately one hundred years. 
Although its setting and architecture are not unique or on a grand scale, the 
ranch is a typical Wyoming livestock operation. Not only is it a representative 
operation in size, its historic structures are in good condition, further justifying 
its selection as a representative operation. Yet the ranch is also set apart from 
other ranches of its type and general geographic location by its association with 
a citizen of regional importance in Western history, Nathaniel K. Boswell. According 
to Historian I. S. Bartlett, Boswell was born in Haverhill, New Hampshire on November 
4, 1836, one of twelve children of John and Lucfnda (Pike) Boswell. At the age of 
seventeen Boswell went to Michigan and afterward to Wisconsin, where he engaged in
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the lumber business. In 1857 he was married to Martha Salsbury in Elkhorn, Wisconsin 
That year, while at work in Green Bay, he and three other men were in a boat that 
capsized. Two of the men drowned while Boswell and the other clung to the boat and 
finally reached land. As a consequence of the experience Boswell suffered a lung 
ailment, and upon the advice of a physician he left Wisconsin and went West. Boswell 
traveled to Boulder, Colorado and from there to Gil pin where he engaged in lumbering 
and mining, remaining in Colorado for eight years. According to an autobiographical 
statement, he fought and was wounded in the 1865 Sand Creek Massacre, a significant 
event during the High Plains Indian Wars.

Trading a mining claim for a stock of drugs, Boswell moved to Cheyenne, Dakota 
Territory in 1867 where he reportedly opened the town's first drug-mercantile store, 
operating it from 1868 to 1870. At approximately the same time he and a partner 
named Hewitt carried on a drug and mercantile business in Laramie, fifty miles west 
of Cheyenne. It is apparent that law-enforcement was more to Boswell's liking than 
the drug business, as he is reported to have served in an unofficial capacity as 
peace officer in Laramie in 1868, the year the railroad reached that place. In 
May, 1869 Boswell was officially appointed Albany County Sheriff by the first 
Wyoming Territorial Governor, John A. Campbell, and was later elected to that 
office three times. At the time Albany County, one of four counties in what later 
became the State of Wyoming, stretched from Colorado to Montana, a distance of 
275 miles. The following year, as Albany County Sheriff, Boswell had the dis­ 
tinction of appointing the first woman bailiff and swearing in the first woman 
jury in the world. Boswell held other law-enforcement positions and at one time 
or another is reported to have been a United States Marshal, chief of detectives 
of the Wyoming Stock Growers Association from 1883 to 1887, a Union Pacific Rail­ 
road detective, and an employee of Dave Cook's Rocky Mountain Detective Agency. 
He also served as warden of the Wyoming Territorial Penitentiary when that insti­ 
tution was opened in Laramie in January, 1873. Boswell's reputation was that of 
a man who was reliable, one who could be depended upon to perform well against 
outlaws. Following is an anecdote from a biography of Boswell by I, S, Bartlett, 
illustrating that reputation.

His life record reads like some tale of fiction, there are so many 
exciting experiences and interesting events in connection therewith. 
As sheriff in the early days he was possessed of not a shadow of fear 
and on many occasions has faced famous gunmen, outlaws, and bandits 
and horse and cattle thieves. He never undertook to arrest a single 
man but what he accomplished his purpose. On one occasion he had an 
encounter with a noted character by the name of Jack Watkins, who was 
not a criminal in the usual sense of the term but was most lawless
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when intoxicated. He was a remarkable shot and could hit any object he 
desired and he was known to be as brave as he was reckless. Mr. Boswell 
was at that time deputy United States marshal and also sheriff of Albany 
county. While visiting Judge Jones in Cheyenne who was his friend and 
later was delegate in Congress, Jack Watkins was on one of his proverbial 
sprees and was shooting up the town. He especially delighted in shooting 
out the lights in a noted dance hall. The judge called Mr. Boswell's 
attention to the fact and requested that he go and arrest Watkins, but as 
this was not his territory he declined. He was then, however, deputized 
as a United States marshal and papers were handed him, giving him the 
authority to assist the sheriff of Laramie county, located at Cheyenne, 
who was sent with Mr. Boswell but was apparently afraid of Watkins. As 
the two men approached the side street they saw two fellows facing each 
other with drawn revolvers, having an argument. The Laramie sheriff 
urged Mr. Boswell to arrest Watkins, one of the men. In the excitement 
Mr. Boswell had mistaken a deputy sheriff for Watkins and pounced upon 
him, while Watkins walked away and entered a grocery store. On learning 
his mistake Mr. Boswell followed Watkins, who covered Mr. Boswell with 
two revolvers and told him not to approach nearer or he would kill him. 
Without the least hesitation Mr. Boswell told him that he would not fire 
and that if he did five hundred men would riddle him with shot. He then 
proceeded to read the warrant to him, after which Watkins said: "Who in 
hell are you anyway?" Mr. Boswell told him, whereon the criminal 
ejaculated, "So you are Boswell. I heard about you and I like your 
nerve. Now, if you will protect me from this mob I will submit to arrest." 
On being assured that Mr. Boswell would do so Watkins handed over his gun 
and accompanied him toward the jail. On the way, however, the mob followed 
and three men, having secured lariats, demanded the prisoner. At this 
Mr. Boswell handed the prisoner his revolver again and so great was the 
fear of this remarkable shot that the crowd scattered in all directions. 
After this no further difficulties occurred and the man was put in jail, 
but was immediately released after giving bond. Ever afterward Mr. 
Boswell had a true friend in Watkins, whom he arrested dozens of times 
afterward, but the man never resisted, always going peaceably along.

In addition to law-enforcement duties, Boswell engaged in other enterprises. For 
example, in partnership with two others he once owned 240 acres of land twelve 
miles southwest of Laramie, an investment that apparently had something to do with 
soda lakes at that location. In partnership with G. W. Dana, Boswell pastured 
3,500 sheep at Sportsman Lake, also southwest of Laramie. Boswell was a Mason and 
is reported to have helped organize masonic lodges in both Colorado and Wyoming.

GPO 892 455
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In 1903 he was given the honor and responsibility of choosing the horses used by 
a group of men in a famous 50-mile ride over the Laramie Mountains, from Laramie 
to Cheyenne. The ride itself was no exceptional feat but among the riders 9 
Boswell included, was President Theodore Roosevelt. Boswell was also a friend 
of nationally-known Humorist Bill Nye and may have provided some of the grist 
for Nye's stories, since it is recorded that Boswell had the ability to tell a 
good story. Before he died in 1921 at the age of 85, it is likely that Boswell 
had direct contact with many other Albany County, and Wyoming, pioneers.

There remain today at least two historic properties relating to the life of this 
historic figure: the Fort Sanders Recreation Center and the Boswell Ranch. The 
Recreation Center, which served as Boswell's home while he lived in Laramie* is 
located in the city's La Bonte Park. It was a former post building located at 
nearby Fort Sanders, and originally may have been hauled to that post from Fort 
Halleck, located further west along the Overland Trail and at the north base of 
Elk Mountain. A significant relationship also exists between the man Boswell and 
the ranch which he once owned and which was named for him. Boswell's interest in 
the ranch dates officially, at least, from 1886 when he first acquired, with 
William H. Hill, a half-ownership in the ranch. Until at least 1903, and perhaps 
even until his death in 1921, Boswell maintained an interest in the ranch at first 
by direct ownership, and later through ownership by his daughter, Minnie, and his 
son-in-law, C. D. Oviatt. Charles D. Oviatt was an Albany County pioneer himself, 
serving a total of five terms as Albany County senator and representative to the 
Wyoming State Legislature.

Another factor in determining the importance of the Boswell Ranch relates to its 
particular location along a freight and stage route. With the construction of the 
Union Pacific Railroad through southern Wyoming in 1867-68, local roads were 
established to link railheads to settlements within the Rocky Mountain interior. 
One network of roads tied together railheads at Laramie and Tie Siding, in the 
Laramie Plains, with mining and agricultural settlements such as Teller and Walden, 
in North Park. That network was used by freighters in the early 1870*s and later 
also carried stagecoach traffic. The Boswell Ranch, located about halfway between 
the towns of Walden and Laramie and on a branch of that network, served both 
freighters and stagecoach passengers. It was a road ranch, a place where horses 
were changed and where travelers spent the night. The ranch was one of half a 
dozen or more stopping places along the road, and because of its location midway 
between termini, it is a logical choice for selection of a representative historic 
site along the road.

In summary the significance of the Boswell Ranch rests upon several bases, one of 
which is its place in the history of the livestock industry. Of Importance also.

GPO 892 455
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and setting it apart from other ranches of its type, is its association with a 
man who was a colorful figure of local and regional importance. Essential to 
the history of the ranch also is its important location along the North Park- 
Laramie Plains road, during an early period in the history of transportation on 
the Far Western Frontier. Chosen by historic man as a place of habitation, the 
ranch was used also by prehistoric man. Evidence of aboriginal occupation, such 
as tipi rings and tool flakes, has been found by archeologists from both the 
University of Colorado and the University of Wyoming. Local residents mention 
the existence of Indian travois trails in the area, and if there are such trails 
perhaps they are parallel to historic trails and roads. Further research and 
documentation, however, is necessary before the full archeological significance 
of the site can be determined.

GPO 892 455



BIBLIOGRAPHY

BOOKS

Bartlett, I. S. (editor). History of Wyoming. Chicago: The S, J. Clarke 
Publishing Company, 1918.

Burns, Robert Homer; Gillespie, Andrew Springs; Richardson, Willing Gay.
Wyoming's Pioneer Ranches. Laramie, Wyoming: Top-of-the-World Press, 1955.

Burroughs, John Rolfe. Guardian of the Grass!ands. Cheyenne, Wyoming: Pioneer 
Printing and Stationery Co., 1971.

Cook, John W. Hands Up. Denver, Colorado: The W. F. Robinson Printing Company, 
1897.

Gresham, Hazel. North Park. Walden, Colorado: Hazel Gresham, 1975.

Hayden, F. V. Preliminary Report of the United States Geological Survey of 
Wyoming. Washington: Government Printing Office, 1871,

Homsher, Lola M. The Hi story of Albany County, Wyoming to 1880. Lusk, Wyoming: 
The Lusk Herald, 1965.

Linford, Yelma. Wyoming, Frontier State. Denver, Colorado: Old West Publishing 
Company, 1947.

Olson, Ted. Ranch on the Laramie. Boston, Massachusetts: Little, Brown and Co., 
1973.

Prassel, Frank Richard. The Western Peace Officer. Norman, Oklahoma: University 
of Oklahoma Press, 1972.

Trenholm, Virginia Cole. Footprin t s o n t he Fron tier. Douglas, Wyoming: Douglas 
Enterprise Company, 1945.

Trenholm, Virginia Cole (editor). Wyoming Blue Book. (Reprint, 3 Vols.), 
Cheyenne, Wyoming: Pioneer Printing and Stationery Company, 1974.

INTERVIEWS

Ralph Harnden by Vandi Moore. Laramie, Wyoming. 25 June, 1976.

Ralph Harnden by Mark Junge. Laramie, Wyoming. 28 September, 1976.

2 1 1977



Bibliography - 2

NEWSPAPERS

Gunderson, Mary Alice, "Mama's Gone to Sit on a Jury," Empire Magazine 
(supplement to the Sunday Denver Post), 6 June, 1971. pp 36, 39, 41.

MISCALLANEOUS

"Archeological Survey of Colorado Inventory Sheet, Sheet Numbers 48AB310, 
48AB311." Office of the State Archeologist, University of Colorado, 
Boulder, Colorado.

Book J, pp 348; Book H, pp 241; Book 204, pp 146., Albany County Clerk Records, 
Albany County Courthouse, Laramie, Wyoming.

"Final Environmental Statement, Hayden-Ault 345 kV Transmission Line and Ault 
Substation," Report by Bureau of Reclamation, Department of the Interior, 
July 22, 1974.

Vertical Files, Western History Research Center, Coe Library, University of 
Wyoming, Laramie, Wyoming: 
Albany Place Names (W994-c-al-pn).
(R151t), "Twelfth Old Time Ranch Tour: Sand Creek and Big Laramie River, 
Sunday, July 15, 1962."
Wyo-County-Albany (W994-c-al; three folders). 
Wyo-County-Albany-Maps (W994-c-al-m). 
Wyo-Towns-Cummins City (W994-t-cc), 
Wyo-Towns-Jelm (W994-t-je). 
Wyo-Towns-Laramie, 1868-1889 (W994-t-lar). 
Wyo-Towns-Tie Siding (W994-t-ts).

Vertical Files, Wyoming Recreation Commission, Cheyenne, Wyoming: 
Correspondence-Albany-Boswell Ranch

Vertical Files, Wyoming State Historical Department:
WPA 176- Owen, W. 0., "The Great Ames Monument Plot," 14 pp. 
WPA 314B- Ingham, W. S. "Bill Nye in Laramie," 9 pp. 
WPA 352- "The Story of Mary Powell-A Wyoming Pioneer," 34 pp. 
WPA 426- Beltz, Elmer T. "Then and Now," 18 pp.



ADDENDUM: GEOGRAPHICAL DA

N. K. BOSWELL RANCH NOMINATION 
APRIL 18, 1977

A |1|3| |4|1|3|5|4,0| 
ZONE EASTING

|4|5|4|2|4|2|0| 
NORTHING

8|0|0| 4, 5| 4| l| 1| 4| Q|

|4|1|4|9|6|0|

C |1|3| I 4| 1, 4| 4j 9, 0| | 4, 5| 4, 0| 6, 1, 5

Section 11 
Section 14 
Section 15 
Section 16 
Section 9 
Section 10 
Total :

3 acres 
45 acres 

610 acres 
360 acres 
320 acres 
430 acres
1768 acres

1 ( 5|2|7|0| | 4| 5 3| 9 6| 8| 0|

4 I|5|4rer5| |4 I 5|3|9|2|4|0|

UiJ 5|2|0|5| 4| 5 3|

3 | 4 1|2|7|3|5| | 4| 5| 3| 9| 0| 1\ 6|

If 6&
3 | 4| 1| 2 3, 1, Q| 4, 5| 3, 9| 0, 0| 0|

ll 3 4| 1| 2 7| 3| Q| 9, 1, 0|

K I 1| 3| j 4| 1, 2| 1| 7| 0| I 4! 5| 4, 0| 6, 7, 0|

L 1| 3 | 4 1| 2 1| 2| 0| 4| 5| 4| 0| 9, 4| 0|

3 4| 1| 2| 4| 9| 0| 4| 5| 4| l| 4| ,9! 0|

I 1| 3| | 4| 1| 2 5| 8, 5| 4| 5 4, 2| 4, 3| 5|


