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By David W. Levy*

For weeks before President Woodrow Wilson ac-
tually made his solemn appearance before the Congress of the
United States on April 2, 1917, to ask for a declaration of war, al-
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most everybody realized that war was inevitable. Probably as early
as February 1, when (in the words of the president’s war message)
the Imperial German government “put aside all restraints of law or
of humanity” and resumed unrestricted submarine warfare, many
Americans fully understood what was coming. Two days after Ger-
many’s announcement the United States broke diplomatic rela-
tions, and the slide toward American entry into the Great War
moved with a momentum that was, in all likelihood, impossible to
arrest.

Indeed, five full days before Wilson formally asked Congress for a
declaration, his predecessor happened to be visiting Oklahoma City.
William Howard Taft was on a speaking tour and had come up from
Texas. (One member of his traveling party was the University of
Oklahoma’s president, Stratton D. Brooks. “I found him unusually
agreeable as a traveling companion,” Brooks told the student news-
paper.1) As far as Taft was concerned, war was unavoidable. A spir-
ited crowd of sixty-five hundred Oklahomans “enthusiastically
greeted his every utterance” as he assured the cheering audience
that participation in this conflict “had been pushed on to the United
States,” and that Americans “would be cowards and cravens if we did
not stand up for our rights and our national honor.” The Republican
ex-president pledged unqualified backing to his Democratic succes-
sor, and he urged every true American to do the same. The reporter
covering Taft’s speech for the Norman Transcript declared that the
former president’s remarks “bristled with patriotism, and thorough
Americanism.” The Transcript writer was certain that “while he
talked smilingly, the determined jaw was back of it all.”2 A similar
gathering took place in downtown Norman a few days later. On the
night of April 3 around a thousand people crowded into the Franing
Opera House for “a patriotic meeting.”3 The first speaker was
Stratton Brooks, who chose American liberty as his theme. Our peo-
ple, he told his applauding Norman neighbors, “must stand firmly
and steadfastly for those things which made this country great and
powerful–Patriotism, Loyalty, Love of Liberty, and a determination
to establish human Rights.”4 Music for the occasion was provided by
the University of Oklahoma’s Sooner Band.5

The flurry of Oklahoma patriotism that came bursting forth dur-
ing the days leading up to America’s entry into the war may have
represented the feelings of the majority in the state, but it did not
exhaust entirely the range of opinions regarding American partici-
pation in a bloody European conflict. Many Oklahomans were not
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so sure. A large number of them could trace their ancestry to Ger-
many, and many of these were understandably reluctant to join in
the exuberant denunciations of German policies and German cul-
ture.6 There were also religious and philosophical pacifists who
were opposed to all wars and who saw nothing in this one to make it
more morally palatable than any of the others.7 In addition, the
state was the home of thousands of members of the Socialist
Party—at the last presidential election, Oklahomans had given a
higher percentage of their vote to the Socialists than had the people
of any other state in the Union.8 Typically poor tenant farmers (by
1915, fully 71 percent of the state’s farmers were either tenants or
being threatened by foreclosure), Oklahoma Socialists rejected or
ignored orthodox Marxist positions in several important ways,9 but
it may be presumed that many of them adopted the party’s official
policy of opposition to the war. There even erupted, during the sum-
mer of 1917, a short-lived anti-draft uprising in the Canadian River
valley; this so-called Green Corn Rebellion was easily suppressed
by the state militia, but it indicated that more than a few Oklaho-
mans had not been completely swept off their feet by the patriotic
rhetoric that had accompanied the coming of the war.10

Nevertheless, before many weeks had passed, the question was
effectively settled for most of the citizens of Oklahoma. Those in fa-
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vor of the war easily won the contest for the allegiances of the great
majority of the people of the state. They were able to triumph for
several reasons. The fervent patriotism that surfaces during every
American conflict doubtless drew many Oklahomans into approv-
ing of the war. The effectiveness of the propaganda that portrayed
the Germans as conscienceless barbarians who threatened the se-
curity of Americans and the peace of the world also played a part in
convincing Oklahomans that the war deserved their support.11 The
sudden demand for agricultural produce brought on by the war, and
the consequent rise in prices paid to farmers for their crops, lifted
many out of wretched poverty and thereby weakened their loyalty
to the Socialist Party and its antiwar platform. Finally, one should
not ignore the vigorous program of suppression, intimidation, and
violence that the supporters of the war unleashed upon those they
considered “lukewarm” or “pro-German.” In general, the advocates
of the war were richer and more influential than the war’s oppo-
nents. They were firmly in command of the press and of local and
state government, and they were ready to use those tools to ensure
loyalty, nationalism, and approval of the war.12

The chief arm in encouraging the patriotic backing of the war
was the Oklahoma Council of Defense, an agency created by the
governor in response to a request by the Council of National De-
fense that such bodies be established in every state. The statewide
council quickly created patriotic organizations in each county. The
official duties and actual powers of both the state and the county or-
ganizations were always a little vague, but they all worked to create
a positive attitude toward the war, mainly through propaganda.
There were, however, numerous incidents of coercion and intimida-
tion and a consistent unwillingness to control some of the rougher
practices by bands of patriotic private citizens who operated outside
the formal structure of the council.13

Perhaps the attitude toward the Great War that characterized
the University of Oklahoma may be inferred from the fact that the
official secretary of the Oklahoma Council was President Stratton
Brooks and its director of wartime publicity was Professor Chester
Westfall of the School of Journalism. The chair of the Cleveland
County Council of Defense was Professor Roy Gittinger, the dean of
undergraduate students and a professor of history.
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There is a good deal of evidence that, in and around Norman,
there were mixed feelings toward the war and that the level of pa-
triotic support sometimes fell short of what the Oklahoma Council
and its county branch might have hoped. An obscure band of radi-
cals and draft resisters, styling themselves “the Jones Family,”
sprang up in Cleveland and Pottawatomie counties. In late July
1917 some of the members were arrested and charged with sedition
and conspiracy, and after a questionable trial in September and Oc-
tober, eight of them were sent off to the federal prison at
Leavenworth.14 But even newspaper accounts written for the pur-
pose of praising patriotic activity sometimes revealed the lurking
presence of distasteful shirking and dark disloyalty: “Although
Cleveland county is among the smaller counties of the state,” re-
ported the Daily Oklahoman, “it is one of the most active along all
lines pertaining to the winning of the war.” Nevertheless, the paper
sadly noted, there were, even in patriotic Cleveland County, “many
persons who were slow about doing their duty and obstinate when
they were asked to do certain things.” Happily, however, the
county’s Council of Defense found ways to make these lukewarm
hangers-back see reason.15 Persuading the lukewarm seems to have
been the special role of the university’s colorful chemistry professor,
Guy Y. Williams, who was described after the war as “a very effi-
cient member of the unofficial ‘strong-arm squad’ maintained by
the [Cleveland County] Council.”16

One device found to be particularly effective in Norman was
called the “slacker pen.” It was a cagelike structure erected by the
council on Main Street, near the town’s banks. Citizens coming
downtown to do business or cash a check were approached by mem-
bers of the council who suggested how much money should be con-
tributed to the various wartime causes (War Bonds, Liberty Loans,
the War Stamp Drive, the Red Cross). Oklahoma City’s Daily Okla-
homan reported, “[T]hose who refused to do their duty were thrown
into the ‘slacker pen’ until they had made up their minds to do what
was asked of them.”17 To insure the success of the War Stamp Drive
the Cleveland County Council appointed four men in each of the
county’s school districts. “These four went to work and assessed ev-
ery man in the district so many stamps according to his ability. If a
man refused to buy at all, he was immediately turned over to the
council of defense, who proceeded at once to adjust matters and
they usually had very little difficulty,” the newspaper noted.18

These activities, of course, indicate zealous support for the war on
the part of many, but the fact that such tactics were needed at all
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shows that not every citizen of Cleveland County was fully per-
suaded of the war’s necessity, propriety, or morality.

When the war ended, Dean Roy Gittinger sat down to write his fi-
nal report, summarizing what the Cleveland County Council had
accomplished under his leadership. The “whole aim” of the council,
he asserted, “was to get results that would redound to the winning
of the war, to see that every American citizen did his whole duty in
every crisis, and to put a quietus upon disloyalty wherever and
whenever it attempted to rear its hydra head.” The council had suc-
ceeded in “putting a loyal man on guard in every school district.” It
had also, Gittinger boasted, “dealt firmly with slackers of every de-
scription, putting the fear of God into their hearts and, at least, an
outward semblance of loyalty to their country.” In the process of
drumming up patriotism, Gittinger insisted, “the Cleveland County
Council of Defense performed its duties . . . in such a manner as to
gain the respect and esteem of every citizen of the county whose re-
spect and esteem were worthy of consideration.”19 It is a sobering
measure of the intensity of the feelings aroused by the war that
men as fundamentally decent, rational, and judicious as Brooks and
Gittinger could have lent their names to some of the dubious work
that characterized the nation, the state, and the county in 1917 and
in 1918.

If the activities of the state and county defense councils, and espe-
cially those activities involving coercion and intimidation, suggests
that opinion on the war was divided in the university’s neighborhood,
there was very little indication that the campus itself was touched by
dissent.

Before the war was actually upon them, students paid little atten-
tion to it. If Europe was locked in the bloodiest battlefield slaughter
in human history, if Germany was conducting submarine attacks on
American shipping and its foreign minister, Arthur Zimmermann,
attempted to induce Mexico to join in hostilities against the United
States, if Woodrow Wilson broke diplomatic relations and decided to
arm the merchant ships, if other Americans were filling the air with
anxious talk about the Kaiser and the trenches and poison gas and
the Lusitania and the Battle of the Marne, students who relied on
the Oklahoma Daily, the student newspaper, for their news would
never have known. The pages of that paper were devoted to the
usual—the big game, the big dance, the big parties of fraternities
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and sororities, the latest campus gossip. On rare occasions the edi-
tors took notice of what was happening in the world and offered
their small attempts at humor. After Wilson called the American
ambassador home from Berlin, for example, the Daily published a
little paragraph entitled “Are Spies Here[?]”: “Has the world-famous
German spy system extended to the university? It seems so, for the
dark, forbidding door bearing the words ‘German Office’ to your left
just as you enter the administration [building] has been the target
of many suspicions since the break with Der Vaterland.”20

It was precisely this lighthearted and unworried indifference to
world and national affairs that made the reaction to the formal dec-
laration of war so remarkable. Within two weeks of the April 6 dec-
laration the University of Oklahoma campus was electrified, com-
pletely galvanized onto a war footing. All of a sudden this seemed
like very serious business. The day after Wilson’s war message, and
three days before Congress actually voted to declare war, an editor
of the Daily (a youngster named Fayette Copeland, soon to be an il-
lustrious faculty member in the School of Journalism) raised some
pertinent questions for the campus to consider. True, Copeland’s
principal editorial that day was a stern admonition to the students
to get out there and support the upcoming interscholastic track
meet; but his second editorial, entitled “Prepare!” tried to alert his
fellow students to what lay ahead. “With the United States on the
verge of war with Germany,” he wrote, “it is time that Sooners were
thinking of the part which they may have to play in the event of
war.” Given President Wilson’s call for half a million men, “it is
probable that 50 per cent of the student body would answer the call.
Some would do so immediately while others would wait until after
school is out [two months later, in June].” Copeland pointed out
that the university offered no instruction in military training or
tactics. But he had a suggestion: “Why not organize a volunteer
training corps among the students by which the rudiments of mili-
tary science might be learned?” If they trained every day “from now
until school is out, even with sticks or baseball bats for guns,” it
might prove almost as valuable as immediate enlistment. “Several
students and faculty members in school are competent to drill such
a corps, and no doubt would be willing to do so. How about it?”21

Two days later the university’s faculty met “as a war cabinet”
and announced that any young man who left school to join the army
or the Oklahoma National Guard, even if he chose to do so before
the semester ended in June, would receive full credit for the courses
in which he was enrolled, “provided he is passing in that work.”22
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Within a week, no fewer than thirty young men enlisted: three in
the navy; two in the army; sixteen in the cavalry of the Oklahoma
National Guard (Troop B); nine in the Guard’s Field Hospital Num-
ber One.23 The effect on the campus, the student newspaper noted,
was sobering: “Each passing day in Soonerdom sees a few more va-
cant chairs in the class rooms as Oklahoma’s sons answer the call to
the colors.” On April 12 Professor Marie Anderson announced that
her Public Speaking class would not be able to present, as planned,
two plays by James Barrie “because members of the class have en-
listed”; in addition, the much-anticipated “pageant of Oklahoma
history,” scheduled by the students for May 12, had to be cancelled
“on account of the enlistment of many needed in the cast.”24 The
brave sacrifices of those who volunteered so promptly, of course,
raised a troubling question for those who decided to stay in school:
Were they “showing lack of patriotism by not enlisting at once?”
The student newspaper felt perfectly certain that “practically all
are ready and anxious to join in the protection of the country,” but
the decision to leave school was not an easy one.25 In the end, those
staying behind found a solution that, to some extent at least, eased
their consciences.

On the afternoon of Wednesday, April 11 the male students of the
university held a massive patriotic meeting. Of the 907 young men
enrolled for the spring semester, 850 of them attended. They gath-
ered on the oval, around the renowned “Spoonholder” memorial
that had been built by the class of 1910, and that had already be-
come the focal point for important campus events.26 The president
of the student body, Harry Halley, called the meeting to order and
introduced the golden-throated Josh Lee, a graduating senior and
long the mainstay of the oratorical and debate teams. Lee warned
his fellow students not to lose their heads. This was a moment for
“sane patriotism,” he said. According to the Daily’s account of his
stirring address, Lee acknowledged “that Oklahoma was a young
state with no history to point to that might prove what Oklahoma’s
sons had done, but that now was the time to show what Oklaho-
mans could do. The Sooner war cry ‘Oklahoma Fights’ that has of-
ten been heard upon the gridiron was the slogan to which all loyal
Sooners must rally and show that they do mean what they say.” Lee
himself had no intention of lagging behind: “I am an American to
the core,” he proudly affirmed, “and will be the last whom anyone
may call a slacker. The time has passed for talk and we must act.”27

When Lee had finished, President Brooks rose to present his
plan. The men were to remain in school and attend their classes as
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usual, but they would form a volunteer regiment and train daily un-
til the end of the school year. It was proposed that Guy Y. Williams
serve as the regiment’s colonel. His classroom antics—occasionally
entering the classroom through the transom; placing his hand on
the corner of his desk and slowly lifting his body until it was paral-
lel to the floor—had captivated undergraduates since he joined the
faculty in 1906. Besides, he had been the second lieutenant of Com-
pany A (Engineers) only a few years earlier, serving on the Mexican
border as part of the expedition that had chased in vain after
Pancho Villa.28 Williams felt duty-bound to warn the assembled
students “that military training was a man’s job and that it would
be no joke.” Professor Samuel Reaves of the Mathematics Depart-
ment then nominated Bennie Owen, the highly successful, univer-
sally revered, one-armed football coach to be the regiment’s lieuten-
ant colonel. Dean of Arts and Sciences James (“Uncle Buck”) Bu-
chanan, a popular history professor, suggested that a vote be taken
on these measures. It was unanimous. On Mondays, Wednesdays,
and Fridays the men would drill from 4:30 until 6:00 p.m.; on Tues-
days and Thursdays they would hear lectures on military tactics.29

Attendance was to be compulsory, unless a student could convince
Dr. Gayfree Ellison, head of the university’s health service, that he
was too sick to participate. Angelo C. Scott, the director of the uni-
versity’s extension lectures, suggested that the men join in the sing-
ing of the “Star Spangled Banner,” “America,” “Dixie,” and, natu-
rally, “Boomer Sooner.”30 The oval rang with patriotism, purpose,
and high spirits. Next morning, the Daily’s headline exclaimed,
“SPIRIT OF WAR INVADES SOONERLAND.”

The following days were busy ones. President Brooks fired off ur-
gent telegrams to the War Department in Washington, D.C., re-
questing that an army officer be ordered to Norman to supervise
the training of the new regiment. He also asked for “any army rifles
that the federal government could furnish.” Professor Williams and
Coach Owen caught the train to Oklahoma City to confer with Adju-
tant General Ancel Earp of the National Guard. They learned that
neither the federal government nor the National Guard was able to
render any help for the time being. Back in Norman, Colonel Wil-
liams decreed that the regiment would adhere exactly to the meth-
ods of the United States Army, and two days later the Daily oblig-
ingly did its part by beginning to reprint extracts from the “Infantry
Drill Regulations.”31 Soon a fifteen-page booklet, “Military Rules of
the University of Oklahoma,” appeared.32 Meanwhile, eighty-five
students who hoped to be chosen as officers of the regiment ap-
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peared at a meeting to explain their qualifications. A committee
went into executive session to select from among them. Although
there were originally to be three battalions, each containing three
companies, only two battalions were actually formed. An additional
company was set aside for faculty members.33

Everywhere, members of the university community took pains to
emphasize that this war was going to require action and sacrifice.
Dr. Ellison declared that it would be his steadfast policy to give no
student an exemption from drill without receiving a request from
the student’s captain.34 The university’s band director, L. A. White,
urged “all musicians to report to him at once in order to facilitate
the formation of a 30 piece regimental band”; he hoped “to build up
one of the best bands in the state.”35 “With the advent of military
training,” the student newspaper speculated, “social functions will
take a back seat in the attention of Sooners. Fraternities and other
organizations will probably cancel their spring dance arrangements
and devote their attention to war developments.” Regrettably, it was
now too late to call off the Junior Prom, but this year, organizers
promised, “the Stars and Stripes will reign supreme . . . and red,
white and blue will predominate in all decorations”; proceeds from
the dance were to go to the Red Cross.36 Maybe most shocking of all,
Coach (now Lieutenant Colonel) Bennie Owen announced that all
athletic practices were to be canceled so that athletes could train
alongside all the others every afternoon: “A bomb has completely
shattered every branch of Sooner athletics for the remainder of the
season,” the Daily said.37

Even before the men sprang into action on April 11, the women
students had taken their own steps to thwart the cruel ambitions of
Imperial Germany. On the afternoon of April 10 they held their own
“patriotic mass meeting,” and after hearing a speech by Edna Hol-
land, head of the nurses at the School of Medicine, they organized a
Red Cross society on the campus. The women were offered three
levels of commitment. In Class A were those willing to serve any-
where in the world where they were needed; in Class B were those
willing to serve anywhere in the United States; and in Class C were
those who wanted to serve at home. By dinnertime, sixty-nine
women had signed up: four in Class A, thirty-five in Class B, and
thirty in Class C. The women immediately telegraphed Washing-
ton, D.C., asking for instructions, and they gave notice that a course
in Red Cross work, fifteen lessons over a six-week period, “will be in
full sway in a short time.”38 By the end of April, 160 women were en-
rolled in first aid or home nursing classes.39
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The medical school up in Oklahoma City expressed regret that it
could not participate in the new Norman campus provision that
awarded academic credit to those who left school to enlist before the
semester was finished. For obvious reasons, the American Medical
Association could not approve of bestowing credit for uncompleted
work.40 Nevertheless, on the night of April 5 fifty medical students
got together to organize a volunteer hospital company. They an-
nounced their intention to wait “until they are called up by the
president as a volunteer hospital corps.” In the meantime, they
would “prepare the company as far as possible.”41 Two weeks later
LeRoy Long, dean of the School of Medicine, told his faculty that the
army’s surgeon general had advised the doctors to apply for com-
missions in the reserve. The surgeon general also urged the faculty
to hold summer school to help in the war effort. The faculty quickly
agreed, and medical officers were soon being trained in orthopedic
surgery.42

In all these various ways, then, did the University of Oklahoma
engage itself in the prosecution of the Great War. With the most ad-
mired members of the faculty—President Brooks, deans Gittinger,
Buchanan, and Long, Coach Owen, professors Williams, Reaves,
and many others—enthusiastically leading the way, the student
body eagerly joined in. Whether in Oklahoma City or in Norman,
whether in direct enlistment or the formation of volunteer units,
whether on the campus or in the less-enthusiastic environments of
the county and the state, whether they were men or women, whether
they were drilling in the afternoons or providing the accompanying
martial music or rolling bandages for the Red Cross, the students re-
solved to do their part “to abolish those famous twins, Kaiser and
Kultur, from the face of the earth.”43 As far as the University of
Oklahoma was concerned, there would be, at least in public, no
doubts about the wisdom or the necessity or the righteousness of
the war, no hesitation about its costs, no contemptible muttering of
pro-German, disloyal, or lukewarm sentiments. Two weeks after
Congress voted for war, the Norman Transcript could assure its
readers that “the military spirit . . . prevails at the University.” Ac-
cording to the Transcript, “about the only things needed to make
the campus a real military camp are tents and guns, and these will
come later.”44
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In 1918, with the war raging and anti-German sentiment run-
ning at fever pitch, the distinguished mathematics professor Na-
than Altshiller decided that this might be a good time to change his
name.45 A full attack on the German language was underway in
Oklahoma and the nation. Oklahoma high schools were dropping
the language from the curriculum (“German Deader than Latin
Now,” ran a headline in the Tulsa Daily World46), and the director of
the Oklahoma Historical Society, Joseph Thoburn, announced that
three Oklahoma towns still possessed “distasteful German names.”47

So Professor Altshiller walked over to the Norman courthouse to
get himself a new name. An official asked him what he would like
his new name to be. According to the legend, the mathematician
had never until that very moment considered the question. But his
eye fell upon a sign in the building that read “Court.” He telephoned
his wife, Sophie, and she agreed. Henceforth, Nathan Altshiller was
to be Nathan A. Court.48

There were, in fact, many ways, besides joining the army, navy, or
marine corps, to respond to the war, to demonstrate patriotism and
devotion to the nation in this moment of crisis. Some of the univer-
sity’s most highly regarded administrators and faculty enlisted
themselves in various capacities. President Brooks, in addition to
his work as secretary of the Oklahoma Council of Defense, also su-
pervised the state’s food administration programs for ten months
(July 1917 to April 1918). To perform this task, he hired twenty sec-
retaries and clerks and set them to work in his own office and in the
basement of Evans Hall (still called the Administration Building).
Professor Westfall was busily directing wartime publicity, and Dean
Gittinger, aided by Professor Williams and “the strong-arm squad,”
was eagerly engaged in putting “a quietus upon disloyalty wherever
and whenever it attempted to rear its hydra head” in Cleveland
County. Other professors scurried about the state giving patriotic
talks. A series of six lectures explaining why the United States had
gone to war and the country’s noble war aims was presented to au-
diences of young soldiers at Camp Doniphan and Ft. Sill. These lec-
tures were given by such campus luminaries as historians E. E.
Dale, James Buchanan, and Monroe Floyd, professors of law John
Cheadle and Henry Foster, and Warren W. Phelan, director of the
School of Education.49 The university’s extension service trans-
formed itself into a virtual propaganda agency and specialized in
providing “speaking material to scores of other war speakers in the
state.”50
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Even before American entry, Roy Temple House, the professor of
German, was stationed in Brussels as part of the American Relief
Commission (the famous Hoover Commission). From January to
June 1916 he was the head translator and custodian of all official
documents, a service that the Belgian government recognized by
awarding him a decoration in 1919.51 The federal government called
several of the faculty to service in the nation’s capital. Arthur B. Ad-
ams, director of the newly named School of Public and Private Busi-
ness, moved to Washington, D.C., during the war as an economist
for the Federal Trade Commission.52 Registrar Errett Newby left
the university to work for nine months at the War Department.53

The new professor of mechanics, Herbert Whittemore, went to the
Bureau of Standards.54 Sixteen university men, both faculty and
students, joined the effort through the YMCA, a group that played a
prominent role in the war; of these, four went overseas.55

But for male students, the chief alternative to actual military
service became, eventually, a new national organization called the
Student Army Training Corps (SATC). Congress established the
SATC for several reasons. As a result of the war more than half of
American colleges experienced drastic losses of enrollment as young
men left their campuses to join the war effort. Across the nation col-
lege and university enrollment declined between 1915 and 1918, and
some colleges feared that they would have to close their doors.56 It
was clear to many in Washington, starting with Woodrow Wilson,
the former president of Princeton, that something would have to be
done to keep young men in school. At the same time, those who were
able to look ahead to the end of the war were predicting that there
would be an enormous postwar demand for well-trained profession-
als in a great many fields. As Frederick Ferry, president of the
Drexel Institute of Technology, put it, “the greatest construction pe-
riod in the world will follow this war. . . . The demand for trained
men in all lines–financial, economical, social, and industrial–will be
ten times greater than it ever has been before. Where will the
trained men come from if the colleges are depleted?”57

Finally, there was the serious problem of supplying the gigantic
new military machine with competent officers. The prevailing be-
lief, virtually an unquestioned article of faith in 1917–18, was that
college men made the best officers. To lure them from the campus in
order to turn them into lowly privates and then feed them into the
front-line trenches of France was a terrible squandering of human
resources. The chancellor of the University of Buffalo called it “the
reckless waste of irreplaceable talent.”58 To keep colleges afloat, to
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insure an unbroken supply of well-educated professionals, to sup-
ply the army and navy with officers, it would be necessary somehow
to keep male students at their colleges and universities.

The SATC was the federal solution to the problem.59 In August
1918 it was authorized by the Congress. Enacting suitable legisla-
tion was not a simple matter, because many congressmen had been
committed to universal conscription and the formation of a “demo-
cratic army” drawn impartially from all segments of American soci-
ety; the SATC, which deferred college men from the draft, required
a change of heart on the part of some of these lawmakers. Most col-
leges promptly established units of the SATC. It was, after all, a
way of doing one’s part in the war effort, while keeping institutions
of higher education in business by retaining young men on the cam-
pus. Once a college agreed to the plan, the school was operated like
an army training camp; as one historian put it, “the federal govern-
ment took over the colleges in all but name.”60 All able-bodied male

undergraduates were required to enroll in the SATC, and the army
appropriated the institution’s buildings, equipment, and living
quarters. Regular army officers were sent to train the students (and
a few nonstudents who were preparing for certain war-related voca-
tions such as engineering) and to select likely candidates to become
future officers. In exchange, the government paid the institution
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about nine hundred dollars for tuition, room, and board for each
student-soldier. On October 1, 1918, no fewer than 525 American
colleges joined the program and swore into the army more than
140,000 men.61 One of those colleges was the University of
Oklahoma.

The university had not been immune from the problems that
were troubling higher education throughout the country by the end
of the 1917–18 school year. In May, for example, the Oklahoma
Daily had to suspend publication before the school year was over:
“[B]ecause of sudden and heavy enlistments from the business staff
of the paper,” the editor sadly announced, “further publication of the
sheet this year will be impossible.” The explanation was obvious:
“The war has been directly responsible for the end. Both the busi-
ness manager and circulation manager were called into the service
upon extremely short notice.” The paper’s last issue carried a front
page comment: “The present school year is near its end. It has, no
doubt, been the most strenuous year in the history of the University
of Oklahoma. A large number of those who would have been here
this year, under ordinary conditions, are now across the sea; many
of the students who enrolled in the fall have left to enter one form or
other of military service; some of those who will complete the year’s
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work will answer their country’s call during the summer months,
and will not return in the fall.”62

It was no wonder, therefore, that the University of Oklahoma,
like hundreds of other institutions of higher education, grasped the
lifeline that had been thrown out by the formation of the SATC at
the start of the 1918–19 school year. By the end of the war more
University of Oklahoma men (counting both current and former
students), by a small margin, participated in the SATC than in the
active military: 1,173 in the former, and 1,139 in the latter.63

The campus suddenly looked very unlike a traditional university.
It had become “a real military camp with sentries parading in front
of the Varsity shop and about the campus.”64 Calisthenics, close or-
der drill, guard duty, bayonet practice, marching to eat, marching to
class—all occurred alongside whatever normal academic work could
still occur. A flurry of emergency construction took place: four mess
halls, three barracks, an infirmary, a guard house, a bath house, a
canteen. The fraternities, the sororities, the gymnasium all became
barracks. The quartermaster set up operations in the basement of
Monnet Hall.65 The campus was practically under the direction of a
commanding officer, Captain Fred C. Bachman, and eighteen regu-
lar army officers (among them Second Lieutenant Phil La Follette,
son of Wisconsin’s famous progressive senator and destined, after
the war, for a celebrated political career himself).66 Looking back a
quarter century later, Roy Gittinger summed up the situation
neatly: “From October 1 to December 21, 1918, when the SATC was
disbanded, the university was practically a military school.”67

Before it was all over in November 1918, more than 2,300 stu-
dents, former students, and members of the faculty had contributed
to the war effort in some way or other.68 Of these, 1,139 saw service
either in the army (972), the navy (147), or the marine corps (20). Of
this total, 885 (or 77.6 percent) volunteered and 254 were drafted.
Among those in the army or marines, 444 (45 percent) were sent
overseas, and 548 remained in the United States. In all of the
branches (1,139 individuals), 487 (or 43 percent) were commis-
sioned officers; there were 468 officers in the army (396 of whom
were first or second lieutenants), 16 in the navy, and 3 in the marine
corps. Four university-connected men advanced to the rank of lieu-
tenant colonel and eleven others to the rank of major.69
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Unavoidably, not all of them returned. Three members of the fac-
ulty died in the war—one of them in combat, the other two in the
horrific influenza pandemic of 1918.70 Twenty-one students or for-
mer students also died during the Great War.71 Twelve of them were
killed in combat or in other military-related action; six died of influ-
enza and three of other diseases.72 Among those dying of illness was
the first of the university’s casualties, Louis Isle, who was to have
graduated in 1919. Eloise Eagleton, who had graduated in 1914, re-
turned to earn an M.A. in June 1918 and was struck down by the flu
five months later, while serving as a nurse in Texas. She was the
only university woman to die in the war. Seventeen students or
alumni were wounded, seven of them having been exposed to poison
gas, eleven having been hit by enemy fire.73

Given the overwhelming turn toward wartime necessities and
the eventual conversion of the institution into a military training
camp, what more is there to be said about the University of
Oklahoma during the troubled days of World War I? Not very much.
Once again, Dean Gittinger was to put it with admirable brevity: “It
must be understood,” he wrote, “that the university was not very
successful in carrying on its real work during the year 1918–19.
While the SATC may have been satisfactory from the point of view of
army training, its activities allowed members very little time for real
study.”74 Nonetheless, despite the difficulties, brave efforts were
made to carry on the university’s business.

The Great War disrupted virtually everything on the main cam-
pus in Norman. President Brooks had worked his magic on the
state legislature in early 1917, and in July, even though the country
had been at war for three months, the university received a huge
appropriation for four new buildings. The three structures intended
for Norman met the same fate that awaited a proposed university
hospital in Oklahoma City; they too suffered delays in construction
and were not ready for use until after the war had ended. The legis-
lature had given $150,000 for an auditorium (later to be called
Holmberg Hall), allotted $100,000 for a geology building (later
taken over by the College of Fine Arts and eventually named Car-
penter Hall), and set aside $75,000 for the first wing of a new li-
brary building (later given to the School of Art and named Jacobson
Hall). But the auditorium and the geology building were not to be
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ready until the 1918–19 school year, and the new library was not
opened until the start of the 1919–20 academic year.75

Most divisions of the university suffered declines in enrollment
because of the war. The College of Arts and Sciences, for example,
had 1,730 students in the 1916–17 academic year, but only 1,662 in
1917–18; similar decreases were experienced in the schools of Fine
Arts (from 466 to 381), Medicine (85 to 75), Pharmacy (81 to 67),
and Law (175 to 87). As might have been predicted, the war stimu-
lated small increases in nursing (from 31 to 36) and engineering
(from 228 to 234).76 A bright spot in the enrollment picture was the
summer session. It had attracted only 178 students when President
Brooks arrived in 1912, but by 1917, the year of its highest propor-
tion to the regular two-semester totals, summer enrollment had
soared to 1,133. A large part of this success was due to the State
Board of Education’s new edict requiring many of Oklahoma’s pub-
lic school teachers to attend the university’s summer school.77

Despite the absence of professors gone off to fight the war, de-
spite the missing faces of classmates, despite the military atmo-
sphere on the campus and the atmosphere of suspicion and hy-
per-nationalism surrounding it, despite the slowed construction
and the suspension of their newspaper, despite the regular, but al-
ways shocking word that this or that fellow student, this or that
friend or sweetheart or lab partner or fraternity brother had been
wounded or killed or struck down by disease, despite all of it, the
students in Norman made strenuous attempts to keep things going.
“In spite of changes and the uncertainty due to the war,” Gittinger
recalled twenty-five years later, “normal conditions were main-
tained on the university campus as far as possible.”78 The students,
and particularly those in the nine sororities and eight fraternities,
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resolutely undertook to maintain a semblance of social life on the
campus.79

But it was, perhaps inevitably, a losing struggle. The Sooner year-
book for the 1916–17 (pre-war) school year (404 pages long) chroni-
cled the normal, full-blown, joyful, and exuberant student life. It
abounded in slightly risqué campus gossip, photographs of dances
and picnics, candid snapshots of campus couples, and the usual sup-
ply of what passed for college humor (“Worried Pre-Med: ‘Say, Doc-
tor, is that Anatomy a Stiff course?’”). By the time that The Sooner
for 1918 appeared, in the middle of the war, it was grimly obvious
that many things had changed. The yearbook, now only 368 pages,
was “dedicated to our fellow students who answered the call of their
country,” and the volume’s “Foreword” proclaimed: “It is the humble
aim of the 1918 Sooner to commemorate and keep fresh the memory
of these men who have so gallantly offered their lives to their coun-
try.” The 1918 yearbook was decorated throughout with military
motifs, and an entire section was devoted to “The Military.” That
year, the “Sooner Beauties” (an annual feature picturing a half
dozen attractive young women students) showed the women clad
for their photographs in army uniforms, sailor suits, and Red Cross
outfits. The yearbook noted that “the only formal [dance] of the
year was that of the Inter-fraternity council, held at Varsity Hall,
March 1.”80

By 1919 all pretense that the preceding academic year had, in any
sense, resembled normal college life was abandoned. The Sooner
yearbook for that year, appropriately retitled the Victory Sooner,
was down to a scant 208 pages, about half the size of the 1917 edi-
tion, and the first third of it (seventy-two pages) was devoted en-
tirely to the university’s war efforts. The volume opened solemnly
with a listing of fallen students and alumni and was dedicated “to
the Sooners whose faces are missing among our returned heroes,
and whose devotion and supreme sacrifice have graven their names
and that of their Alma Mater high among those who have served
mankind.” The third page was given over to a poem, “To Our Dead,”
by Francis Paxton, a student in Fine Arts. The tone throughout the
yearbook is somber: “Yesterday they were with us. Today they live
only as sweet memories. The Supreme Sacrifice was theirs–they
made it that we might live. And they are not dead!” There are the
usual pictures of the classes, the clubs, the honoraries, the orches-
tra and bands. There are almost no attempts at humor in the 1919
Victory Sooner, and even the very rare efforts had trouble escaping
the war (“Our dear professors seem to have caught some of the
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spirit of the French at Verdun, ‘They shall not pass.’ ‘They shall not
pass.’”). The 1919 Victory Sooner contained no “Sooner Beauties,”
no campus gossip, no pictures of dances or picnics, no talk of wild
campus pranks or mildly naughty allusions to campus couples or
sly jokes about the professors.81

If any aspect of normal campus life managed to survive between
1917 and 1919, it was athletics. Coach Bennie Owen’s stunning rul-
ing, in April 1917, that in view of the war sports would be sus-
pended, was maintained through the rest of that school year, but by
the fall of 1917 the campus was hungry for its football. Besides, it
was argued, football, with its emphasis on strength, courage, disci-
pline, competition, and initiative, was an excellent way to prepare
young men for warfare. Twenty lettermen from the 1916 team were
expected to return to campus in September 1917. Instead, thirteen
of them were in the military before the season even opened. Never-
theless, Owen, with the help of Edgar Meacham, the star of 1913,
who had returned from Harvard to teach math and help with the
coaching, put together a team that proved capable of some stunning
achievements. The 1917 football season was notable, on the positive
side, for a 99–0 defeat of the Normal in Edmond and the 179–0
slaughter of Kingfisher College. But, alas, the 1917 season was ru-
ined for many by the fact that the Sooners lost, for the very first
time in the history of the world, to the “Aggies” of Stillwater. In a
hard-fought game in Oklahoma City, the underdog team from A&M
romped for 214 yards and held the Sooners to 66, triumphing 9–0. 82

The 1918 football season was one of the strangest in the school’s
history. In the first place, military service continued to claim many
of the players. Of the seventeen athletes who had lettered in foot-
ball in 1917, only three returned for 1918, and only one of those
played the whole season. If that were not enough, the influenza epi-
demic caused some games to be canceled and some postponed; in
the end, only six were played. Finally, because of the fear of the dis-
ease, only the SATC men were allowed to attend the games, and
they had to sit with their own companies for fear of spreading the
contamination.83 Nevertheless, on the strength of an extraordinary
group of entering freshmen (because of the war, freshmen were al-
lowed to play), the university scored 279 points to its opponents’
grand total of 7 (Phillips University scored the only touchdown
against the Sooners all season). It was Coach Owen’s third unde-
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feated season, going into the record books alongside the legendary
seasons of 1911 and 1915.84

The triumph of the football team nearly eclipsed the triumph of
the basketball team. It was also coached by Owen, and it also was
undefeated during the 1918 season. In their twelve games, the
six-man basketball team scored 707 points, while their rivals scored
355. And if the football and basketball seasons were not quite
enough to satisfy the Sooner fans, the track-and-field team, consist-
ing mostly of freshmen, also went undefeated, and the tennis team
won the state championship. Only the baseball team disappointed,
ending the 1918–19 year with a record of 10–6.85

Events as momentous and disruptive as a world war, of course,
cast long shadows and left some important aftermaths. At the Uni-
versity of Oklahoma, the Great War deposited two quite permanent
legacies, a new program and a new building, both dedicated to mili-
tary affairs. The new program was the Reserve Officers’ Training
Corps (ROTC). The SATC was disbanded on December 21, 1918, a
month after the November 11 armistice. The ROTC, which had been
in existence at some other colleges since 1916, once Congress awak-
ened to the looming dangers of the European war, was instituted at
the University of Oklahoma in February 1919. The program’s pur-
pose, according to the University Catalogue, was to “furnish valu-
able training in leadership” and to inculcate in young men “self reli-
ance, confidence, initiative, courtesy, and a keen sense of duty.”86

In case of a national emergency, such as the one the country had
just experienced, well-trained, college-educated officers would be
needed, and the ROTC was designed to produce a ready supply of
them. Henceforth, all physically fit male students were required to
enroll for two years of military science. They received instruction in
such subjects as close order drill, military discipline and courtesy,
the use of weapons, and topography. The third and fourth years of
ROTC training were optional. The young men who enrolled for the
advanced program were taught advanced gunnery, military law and
history, tactics, and communications. Those in the advanced pro-
gram got the practice—and, no doubt, the delicious pleasure—of
putting the green freshmen and sophomores through the basic drill.
Perhaps less satisfying was the required six-week summer camp at
Fort Sill.87 (Although in 1931 one enthusiastic student, a diminu-
tive graduating senior named Carl Albert, who was to achieve a cer-
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tain prominence in another line of work later in life, claimed that it
was his “pleasure and good fortune” to go to summer camp. “I have
heard it said by any number of those who were there,” Albert de-
clared, “that the six weeks at Sill constituted one of the most enjoy-
able vacations that they have ever had.”88)

The ROTC unit in Norman got off to a slow start after its incep-
tion in February, but by the opening of the 1919–20 academic year it
was in full swing. The program began with only an infantry unit. In
the fall of 1919, however, a field artillery unit was added, and in the
spring semester of 1925 the infantry unit was discontinued, and ar-
tillery became the sole specialty.89 As the threat of war receded in
the early 1920s and its memories, at least for undergraduates,
dimmed, it became harder to maintain (or justify) the grim serious-
ness of purpose that had characterized the ROTC’s inception. Soon
enough, in view of diminished national danger and a much reduced
peacetime army, it seems probable that more than a few underclass-
men found the close order drill pointless and the instruction in mili-
tary courtesy, equitation, and topography a little tiresome. By the
mid-1920s the ROTC program on the Norman campus was staking
its reputation on such tangential activities as its intercollegiate pis-
tol squad, its riding association, and its highly regarded polo team.
(By the end of the decade, one advocate of the program was boasting
that the ROTC “has coached and put in the field one of the best col-
lege polo teams west of the Atlantic seaboard.”90) Perhaps an addi-
tional draw for the advanced program was that the riding associa-
tion that it sponsored was “giving instruction one hour a week to
such women of the university as become members.”91 In any case, by
the time World War II began, twenty years later, the university’s
ROTC program had taken around two thousand students through
the full four-year course to commissions in the reserve.92

The physical legacy of the war was the new Armory building. It
was begun during the war but was not ready for use until the spring
semester of 1919. Constructed of brick, the huge, cavernous struc-
ture (110 feet by 300 feet) was designed to provide an indoor space
in which the ROTC could conduct drills. The building was also big
enough to contain whatever bulky military equipment the program
was able to acquire over the years. Instructors had their offices in
the building. George Milburn, a promising young student writer, de-
scribed the Armory as “a crenelated brick shed . . . [with] a long in-
door drillfield, smelling of saddle soap and gun grease. Sheeted
French .75’s ranged along the walls.” It was a place, Milburn wrote,
“where college students are being taught with expensive
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death-dealing equipment how most effectively to reduce their fellows
to the parent clay. . . .”93

But both the Armory and the ROTC program lay in the future.
The overwhelming present task was to win the war. And, at last,
news of the end began to shoot across the country. On November 11,
1918, the Germans signed an armistice, and joyful Americans learned
that the Great War had ended. The Norman Transcript, in addition
to describing the victory on the gridiron (“Bennie Owen’s Sooners
picked the feathers from the Kansas Jayhawker’s tail at Lawrence,
Kansas, last Saturday afternoon . . . outplaying them in every de-
partment of the game”), also reported the thrilling news from Eu-
rope.94 The town exploded in wild frenzy. “Norman celebrated the
signing of the armistice with a vim and enthusiasm that increased
instead of diminished as the day passed,” and even before many of
the citizens were made aware of the glad tidings, “the blowing of
whistles and sirens and a trip of the fire truck around the oval an-
nounced the good news,” the paper joyfully reported. On the campus
itself, the male students, all still under the command of the SATC,
“were under military orders which did not permit them to leave
their classrooms.” But those rules did not apply to the female stu-
dents. “The girls . . . marched down town and later rode in automo-
biles and on the fire truck up and down the streets.” They also de-
manded (unsuccessfully) a holiday. By late afternoon the mayor had
declared a formal celebration, and it was “marked by a big parade of
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soldiers from the SATC unit, led by the university band.”95 Behind
the twelve hundred university soldiers came some floats, and “then
a number of girls brought out the ‘kaiser’ and he was burned in
Main street.”96

The end of the fighting, however, did not necessarily mean the
end of vigilance. Roy Gittinger, chair of the Cleveland County Coun-
cil of Defense, received a telegram from the state council on Novem-
ber 13, urging that there be no letup of alertness. The Transcript
printed the telegram and added a stern word of warning of its own:
“Slackers in the United War Work campaign will be dealt with by
the county council of defense in the same manner as reluctant lib-
erty bond buyers and hesitating Red Cross contributors.” The
Cleveland County Council did not require reminders. Even before
the warning telegram, it made known that it would remain vigilant
until the terms of the peace were announced, and “if there are any
‘slackers’ or ‘pikers’ who think they are going to ‘get by’ without do-
ing their duty . . . they have another guess coming.” This was discov-
ered by the hapless J. G. White of Moore, on the very day that the
armistice was announced. Mr. White “refused, with oaths and much
obstreperous and ugly language” to do his part; he was promptly ar-
rested by the sheriff, “charged with making disloyal remarks,” and
taken to the county jail and held there until his trial.97

But unpleasant aftermaths aside, the war was over at last. It had
been won at a terrible price, a price paid in lost treasure, lost lives,
and enormous suffering. Every American institution, including ev-
ery college and university, had experienced serious disruption, and
the University of Oklahoma was no exception. Now the faculty and
students who had joined in the war effort, in one way or another,
would be coming back home. They would be eager to resume their
interrupted lives and proceed with their interrupted educations. It
was time for the school to return, once more, to its normal business.
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By Von Russell Creel*

As discussed in an earlier article appearing in
The Chronicles of Oklahoma in 2003, the United States Court for
the Indian Territory acquired capital punishment jurisdiction in
1896.1 For a few months, a conviction for a capital offense carried a
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mandatory death sentence. However, in 1897 Congress allowed ju-
ries to convict “without capital punishment.”2 If that was the jury’s
verdict, then the court was to impose a sentence of imprisonment
for life at hard labor.

The courts of the Indian Territory included three, later four, juris-
dictions, divided geographically into Northern, Central, and South-
ern, and later Western. From these, appellate review of a death sen-
tence lay with the Indian Territory Court of Appeals. Neither the
Circuit Court of Appeals for the Eighth Circuit nor the Supreme
Court of the United States had appellate jurisdiction of Indian Terri-
tory death sentences. (Brown v. United States and Curley v. United
States, 171 U.S. 632, 19 S.Ct. 56, 43 L.Ed. 312 [1898]). If the appeal
of a defendant under sentence of death failed, there was still the
possibility of presidential clemency. From 1896 until statehood
nineteen persons were sentenced to death by the United States
Court for the Indian Territory. Ten were hanged.3

Eight, however, escaped the gallows by appeal, by presidential
mercy, or by postverdict motion, and one by death, though not at the
end of a rope. Those whose lives were eventually spared included:
Charles Johnson, convicted of rape, 1896; William “Bud” Watkins,
murder, 1896; W. H. F. Parker, murder, 1898; Abe Reed, murder,
1904; Charles Bias, murder, 1899; Dennis Nolen, murder, 1899; Joe
Vickers, rape, 1905; George Shelton, rape, 1903; and Kid Kelly, mur-
der, 1905. Despite the verdicts of the juries that judged the men de-
serving of execution, most of the guilty languished in prison while
attorneys skillfully argued legal procedure, exhausted the process
of law, and sometimes used community sentiment against the vic-
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tim to secure clemency, usually a commutation of the death sen-
tence to one of life in prison or at least a lengthy term.

Charles Johnson has the dubious honor of being the first person
sentenced by the Indian Territory court to hang. A twenty-year-old
African American, he was indicted for rape and tried in the South-
ern District Court, sitting at Ardmore. His alleged victim, a white
woman named Pearl McCormick, had lived in the section of Ardmore
“given over to the demi monde.” She was described as “a rather at-
tractive young woman, very popular with her associates and one of
the well known characters of the town.”4 In fact, McCormick was a
prostitute actively plying her trade from a local brothel. The closest
the paper came to acknowledging this fact was in describing
McCormick as one of “the fallen.”5

According to the prosecution, on July 24, 1896, Johnson, who
worked as a house boy for the United States commissioner in
Ardmore, had gone to McCormick’s abode and had presented her
with a note allegedly written and signed by Charles D. Carter, a
very prominent member of the community.6 The note asked
McCormick to come to Carter’s home and spend the night with him.
Not suspecting that the note was a forgery, McCormick got in the
buggy with Johnson. After they had gone a short distance, Johnson
stopped the buggy and tried to get McCormick to have intercourse
with him. When she refused, he raped her at gunpoint.

The local paper’s treatment of the case gives some idea of the at-
mosphere surrounding the trial. One headline read “White Woman
Raped,” and the reporter portrayed the crime as one of those “which
serve more than all other causes to keep the race feeling at such a
tension that race wars and lynchings occasionally seem justified.”7

Johnson was a “monster,” “brutal.” If he was “not lynched before the
trial comes off, his life should pay the forfeit for his foul crime by le-
gal means and methods,” the article stated.8

Johnson was represented at the trial by Caswell Bennett and
James H. Maxey. The case took only one day to try, and the jury re-
turned its verdict convicting Johnson the same day, October 17,
1896. Because this conviction occurred before Congress gave mur-
der and rape juries the discretion to convict without capital punish-
ment, the death sentence was mandatory. On October 23, 1896,
Judge Charles B. Kilgore sentenced Johnson to pay the supreme
penalty.9

Johnson did not appeal the judgment and sentence to the Indian
Territory Court of Appeals, but he did attack it by petition for ha-
beas corpus in the Supreme Court of the United States. While, as
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discussed earlier, the Supreme Court did not have appellate juris-
diction of Indian Territory death sentences, it had limited review of
capital cases by an original proceeding for habeas corpus. At this
time, habeas corpus was available only to challenge the subject
matter and personal jurisdiction of the court rendering the judg-
ment. It did not reach errors such as admitting and excluding evi-
dence, giving and refusing to give instructions, and other trial er-
rors that did not speak to the lower court’s jurisdiction.10

The basis for the habeas proceeding was this: The alleged crime
had been committed on July 24, 1896, and a warrant for Johnson’s
arrest was issued the same day. Also, the next day a similar warrant
issued from the Eastern District of Texas, and the United States
marshal of that district demanded of the Southern District marshal
that he surrender custody of Johnson. The demand was refused,
and Johnson was indicted in Indian Territory on October 9, 1896.
Johnson argued that because the offense occurred before Septem-
ber 1, 1896, subject matter jurisdiction lay only in the Eastern Dis-
trict of Texas, and thus the proceedings of the Indian Territory
court were null and void.

In a unanimous opinion by Mr. Justice Brown, the Supreme
Court rejected Johnson’s argument. As the Court read the 1895 act,
the dispositive question was not whether the crime was committed
before September 1, 1896, but whether the Eastern District of
Texas acquired jurisdiction of the offense before that date. If it did,
then its jurisdiction was exclusive. If it did not, then the judgment
of the Indian Territory court, having been rendered on an indict-
ment and trial occurring after September 1, 1896, was valid. Be-
cause jurisdiction of the offense was acquired by service of process
upon the defendant, and because the Eastern District of Texas pro-
cess had not been served upon Johnson, the Eastern District never
acquired jurisdiction of the case (Ex parte Johnson, 167 U.S. 120, 17
S.Ct. 735 [1897]). By the time the Supreme Court decided Johnson’s
habeas petition, the time for execution of the death sentence had
passed, and Judge Kilgore resentenced Johnson to hang on August
27, 1897. Then began the attempts to save his life.

Interestingly, the first plea came from the man who had prose-
cuted him, A. C. Cruce.11 Cruce thought the government’s case air-
tight, but he also believed, based upon conversations with members
of the jury, that if they had been able to impose a sentence of life im-
prisonment, rather than death, they would have. He also thought
the death penalty excessive because McCormick had lived “by pros-
titution, and, in the very nature of things, the results cannot be so
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serious to her as if she had been a virtuous woman.”12 Accordingly,
he recommended commutation of the death sentence to life impris-
onment. Judge Kilgore concurred, because the “ravishing of a virtu-
ous woman breaks her heart and shatters her life forever. No such
consequences can follow where the victim is a prostitute, as in this
case.”13

In addition, a number of prominent business and professional
men in Ardmore signed a clemency petition, and Johnson’s mother
penned a lengthy letter. The most intriguing letter came from David
Redfield, a local insurance agent. He wrote that the “courtesans of
this Ind. Ter. town are about as degraded as is possible to be. They
will cohabit with Negroes where it cannot be found out on them. For
if discovered that ends their profession as no white man will then
accept them. Pearl McCormick was of this class.”14 He continued
that recently he had seen McCormick at the train station drunk,
and he said that she was “the lowest type of her profession.”15 He
added that, in his opinion, Caswell Bennett, one of the defense law-
yers, “has no standing as a lawyer. Is a gambler and consumer of
whiskey. Has been under arrest for forgery.”16 While Judge Kilgore
was a personal friend, Redfield noted, he “is imbued with extreme
southern ideas always ready to cater to the populace and I think a
negro has a poor show for justice.”17 Finally, he pointed out that the
“jury were composed of Southern democrats and of course there
could only be one conclusion to the trial.”18 Understandably,
Redfield emphasized that he wrote “in strict confidence knowing
that if it should be made public it would ruin me in my business and
socially.”19

Persuaded that Johnson should not die, United States Attorney
General Joseph McKenna recommended commutation of his sen-
tence. President William McKinley agreed and, little more than a
month before Johnson was to hang, commuted his sentence to life
imprisonment.20 Johnson was then taken to the Ohio State Peniten-
tiary to serve his term. After a time he was transferred to the fed-
eral prison at Atlanta.

In June 1900 a group of Ardmore citizens petitioned the presi-
dent for Johnson’s release. They wrote that McCormick was a noto-
rious prostitute. They also stated that she had been fired by her
madam shortly after the Johnson case when it was learned that she
was cohabiting with African American men. The petition further
averred that McCormick was now living in Guthrie, Oklahoma Ter-
ritory, with an African American. Johnson’s youth was also offered
as a ground for executive clemency.21 A letter from Cruce likewise
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made reference to McCormick’s being a prostitute and living with a
man of another race. Cruce stated again that he had no “serious
doubt” as to Johnson’s guilt,22 but he candidly admitted that it
would have been impossible to convict Johnson if he had been
white. He urged that Johnson be pardoned and, if not, that his sen-
tence be reduced to five years.

These efforts were to no avail. The acting attorney general ad-
vised President McKinley that he thought further clemency on the
grounds submitted might be warranted at some point in time, but
that five years was too short a period of imprisonment. The presi-
dent agreed, and he denied the application. When McKinley denied
the request, Patrick E. Wilhelm, an Ardmore lawyer, wrote the pres-
ident, “You understand of course the feeling towards a negro in this
country by the Southern people, but here is a negro Chas Johnson
that every man in the town sympathizes with and would like to see
him pardoned.”23

In 1910 Ardmore citizens submitted yet another petition to the
chief executive.24 Shortly thereafter, the Department of Justice Of-
fice of the Pardon Attorney informed the petitioners that because
McKinley had denied further commutation in 1900, “the matter
cannot be again presented to the President except upon the presen-
tation of new and material facts.”25 Before the end of the year, how-
ever, Johnson was advised that his case would “be reopened and
presented to the Attorney General for his consideration and recom-
mendation to the President.”26 Two weeks later, United States At-
torney General George W. Wickersham recommended commutation
of Johnson’s life sentence “to expire immediately.”27 President Wil-
liam Howard Taft adopted the attorney general’s recommendation,
with slight modification. He commuted the sentence to fifteen years
of actual imprisonment.28

The second instance of averted execution occurred in the South-
ern District. William R. “Bud” Watkins was not the first person sen-
tenced to hang by the Indian Territory court. He was the first per-
son sentenced to hang for murder. He had been born of the union of
a white man and a Chickasaw woman. In his late teens or early
twenties he worked for Wyatt Williams, a powerful and successful
rancher near Gainesville, Texas. Bad blood developed between the
men, and Watkins went to Ardmore. There he found employment in
a culinary establishment in which the principal bill of fare was chili
and hot tamales. One night, Williams came in. Words were ex-
changed, guns were drawn, shots were fired. When the smoke cleared,
Watkins was standing, and Williams was dead. Watkins was indicted
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for murder in the Southern District, and the case came on for trial
in October 1896. A. C. Cruce prosecuted, while Henry M. Furman
headed the defense team.29

The trial began October 18, 1896, and the case did not go to the
jury until October 21. The proceedings generated great interest in
the community, including among women. The local paper reported
that at least one hundred ladies were present the first day, “a sight
never before witnessed in Ardmore.”30 During closing arguments
Furman spoke for almost two hours and “held the vast throng spell-
bound. His speech was a masterly effort,” according to the local
newspaper.31 Cruce closed for an hour and a half and had “the atten-
tion of the court and crowd.”32 When the jury returned its verdict, it
found Watkins guilty of murder but asked that the court extend
clemency. But the court had no clemency to extend, and Judge
Kilgore passed his second death sentence in less than a month on
November 10, 1896.

Unlike Johnson, Watkins appealed the judgment of conviction
and sentence to the Court of Appeals for the Indian Territory. At
trial, there was no dispute that Watkins had fired the fatal shots.
Rather, the evidence, the court’s instructions, and the arguments of
counsel all addressed the question of whether the killing was justi-
fied. Was Watkins the aggressor and Williams the innocent victim,
or had Watkins killed in self-defense? The court of appeals handed
down its decision on August 27, 1897 (Watkins v. United States, 41
S.W. 1044, 1 Ind. Terr. 364 [Ind. Terr. Ct. Apps. 1897]). The judg-
ment was reversed, and the case was remanded for a new trial. The
opinion by Chief Judge William M. Springer decided several impor-
tant issues regarding the law of self-defense in Indian Territory.

First, the court held that Judge Kilgore had committed error in
refusing a defense instruction that the facts and circumstances sur-
rounding the killing must be viewed from the defendant’s stand-
point in deciding if the defendant had a reasonable apprehension of
danger from the deceased. For this holding, the court placed princi-
pal reliance on a Texas case, Bell v. State (20 Tex. App. 450 [Tex.
1886]). The opinion also cited Wharton on Criminal Law, another
Texas decision, three Illinois decisions, and one Supreme Court of
the United States case.

Second, the court held that Judge Kilgore had committed error in
instructing the jury that a defendant cannot provoke a difficulty
and then kill his adversary and claim self-defense as justification.
According to the court, the instruction’s flaw was not in what it said,
but what it did not say. The court should also have told the jury that
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the type of provocation must be considered, because some provoca-
tions, such as mere words, did not qualify the right of self-defense,
some provocations would reduce the homicide to manslaughter, and
some provocations would negate entirely the defense. This omission
was critical to Watkins’s defense, because the only provocation
shown by the prosecution was mere words. For this holding, the
court relied upon an 1806 Massachusetts case, Commonwealth v.
Selfridge (2 American State Trials 544 [Mass. 1806]) and a treatise,
Cases On Self-Defense, by Horrigan and Thompson.

Third, the trial court had erred in instructing the jury that the
punishment for manslaughter was confinement in a penitentiary
for not more than three years and a fine of not more than one thou-
sand dollars. In fact, Congress had increased the punishment to im-
prisonment not exceeding ten years and a fine not exceeding one
thousand dollars. When the instruction was given, neither judge,
prosecutor, nor defense counsel was aware of the change in the law,
and there was no objection to the instruction. Nevertheless, the ap-
pellate court held that the instruction could be challenged on ap-
peal as plain error.33

Having determined that the issue could be raised, the court of ap-
peals held that the giving of the instruction stating the incorrect
punishment was harmful error. The opinion reasoned, particularly
given the jury’s plea for clemency, that if the jury had known the de-
fendant could be imprisoned for up to ten years, it might have con-
victed of manslaughter, rather than murder. On remand, a change
of venue was granted to Pauls Valley. This time the case was tried
before Judge John R. Thomas, and the jury convicted without capi-
tal punishment. Sentence of life imprisonment was imposed, and
the matter was appealed again.

For a second time, Watkins’s murder conviction was reversed.
The opinion by Chief Judge William H. H. Clayton held that it was
error to instruct the jury that gestures, however violent or irritat-
ing, could never constitute provocation making a killing in response
self-defense. If, as shown by Watkins’s evidence, Williams had made
threats against Watkins’s life, threats that had been communicated
to Watkins, then a threatening gesture by Williams could make the
shooting an act of self-defense. The opinion cited no cases for its
holding. Again, the judgment was reversed and remanded for a new
trial (Watkins v. United States, 54 S.W. 819, 3 Ind. Terr. 281 [Ind.
Terr. Ct. Apps. 1900]).

For the third trial, held in January 1901, Watkins invoked his
right under the Atoka Agreement for a change of venue to the East-
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ern District of Texas.34 This trial resulted in Watkins’s acquittal.
After three trials, two convictions, one death sentence, and two ap-
peals, Bud Watkins was a free man.35

There was not a death penalty conviction in the Central District
until May 1898. Then, the crime was murder. The victim was a ped-
dler named McFadden who sold his wares throughout the Choctaw
Nation. For room and board he depended upon the hospitality of
those where he was at any given time.

In late 1897 he came to the vicinity of Whitefield, in present
Haskell County, and stayed with W. H. F. Parker and his wife. One
day Parker told his neighbors that McFadden was missing. This
caused particular concern because McFadden was nearly blind. A
search was quickly organized, but nothing was found until the search-
ers began looking on Parker’s land. There they found a bloody hatchet
and a newly dug grave. Part of a pair of suspenders protruded from
the grave. The suspenders were attached to McFadden’s trousers.
Parker first denied any knowledge of the matter, and then claimed
that he had killed McFadden in self-defense. His neighbors put a
chain around his neck, padlocked it, and took him to Whitefield.
From there he was taken to McAlester and jailed. Mrs. Parker was
arrested as an accessory but died before she could come to trial.
Parker was described by the local paper as “a small, bestial looking
man and the only difference between him and the beasts is that he
can talk.”36 It seems that he impressed the jury the same way, for
before summer he was tried and convicted of murder without rec-
ommendation of mercy, making the death penalty mandatory.

Within days of the jury verdict Parker’s attorney, H. B. Milner,
filed a motion for new trial, which was sustained. In December
Parker was tried again and within two weeks convicted again. This
time, however, the jury convicted without capital punishment, and
Parker was sentenced to life imprisonment.37 He was sent to the
Ohio State Penitentiary to serve his term.

The fourth convicted murderer to escape the gallows was Abe
Reed. Abe Reed and Arthur Dinkins lived in a small African Ameri-
can community near Bokchito in present Bryan County. One day in
1903 they came upon each other in the woods near their homes.
Only Reed survived the meeting. Indicted for murder by a Central
District grand jury sitting at Durant, Reed secured a change of
venue to Antlers. The case came on for trial on April 22, 1904. There
had been no witnesses to the killing.

The prosecution’s case was based principally upon the testimony
of Dinkins’s mother and sister as to what Dinkins had said, as he
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was dying, about the fatal encounter with Reed. Of course, what
Dinkins had told his family was hearsay. A traditional exception to
the hearsay rule is a dying declaration, a statement made by one
who believes death is imminent, which speaks to the cause or cir-
cumstances of what the person believes to be his impending death.
It was this exception to the hearsay rule that the prosecution in-
voked to get what Dinkins purportedly told his mother and sister
before the jury.

The sum and substance of the prosecution’s case was that
Dinkins had been hunting rabbits with a .22–caliber rifle and had
fired all his bullets, when he met Reed. Reed asked Dinkins if the
gun was loaded, and when Dinkins said no, Reed attacked him with
a club. Being younger, Dinkins was getting the better of Reed, and
Reed drew his gun and began firing. The first shots missed, but
then he hit Dinkins in the foot and side. Dinkins fell into some briar
bushes, picked himself up, and sat on a tree stump. Reed came up to
Dinkins and at first said that he was not going to harm him any-
more. Then he changed his mind, shot Dinkins in the face, said “you
are going to hell 40 miles a minute,” and walked away.38

Hearing the shots, Dinkins’s mother and sister started for the
woods. They met Reed coming out of the woods, who told Dinkins’s
mother to go and get her “damned bastard, that he had done killed
him.”39 Reed then gobbled like a turkey and walked away. When he
was found the next evening, he and his wife were hiding in a corn
field. He pointed a gun at the arresting officers, who fired, severely
wounding him. According to one of the deputy marshals, Reed said
that shooting him was the only way that he would be taken.

His defense was that he had killed Dinkins in self-defense. He
testified that he began firing only after Dinkins had fired at him.
He could only recall Dinkins firing one shot, while he shot four
times. He denied having seen Dinkins’s mother and sister after the
incident or having said anything to them. Reed also testified that he
had spied Dinkins lurking around his house one night with a gun,
and that when he was serving as a deputy sheriff, he had arrested
Dinkins one time for carrying a weapon.40

The jury returned a verdict of guilty of murder without mercy the
same day. Six days later Judge William H. H. Clayton sentenced
Reed to be hanged by the neck until dead, the execution to take
place on June 24, 1904.41 No appeal was taken. If Abe Reed’s life
was to be spared, it would have to be done in less than two months.
Otherwise, the Central District would have its first execution.
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Not until May 31, 1904, was the Department of Justice first con-
tacted in an effort to save Reed’s life. The contact came in the form
of a petition asking commutation of the sentence to life imprison-
ment. The signatories of the petition included lawyers, bankers,
ranchers, merchants, and druggists.42 The principal reason ad-
vanced for executive clemency was that Dinkins had been notori-
ously and openly engaged in “improper relations” with Reed’s
wife.43 The materials submitted to the Justice Department included
letters from Dinkins to Mrs. Reed in which Dinkins described him-
self as Mrs. Reed’s lover and sought a rendezvous with her.44

Charles McPherren, Reed’s lawyer, wrote President Theodore
Roosevelt that a white man would have been speedily acquitted,
and that the verdict could be explained only “on the theory that a
negro has no right to protect the honor of his family.”45 Although
thinking the verdict of guilty warranted, J. H. Wilkins, the prosecut-
ing attorney, and Judge Clayton, the trial judge, recommended com-
mutation of the sentence to life imprisonment.46 A final factor
weighing in Reed’s favor was that his lawyer had been a Rough
Rider with the president. Another plea for mercy came from the
Caddo Platoon of the Rough Riders.47

Attorney General Philander C. Knox recommended commutation
of the sentence to life imprisonment. In so advising, he cited the il-
licit relationship between Dinkins and Mrs. Reed, the fact that
Dinkins had threatened Reed’s life, and that the day of the shooting
Dinkins had been with Mrs. Reed, going from place to place while
armed and “prepared to resist any interference with his amour.”48

Knox also thought that a proper foundation had not been laid for
admission of the dying declaration.49

Roosevelt commuted Reed’s sentence on June 21, 1904, only
three days before he was to be executed. When the commutation ar-
rived at the jail in McAlester, one of the guards, possessed of a
strange sense of humor, told Reed to come forward and hear the
reading of the death warrant. Reed came forward, “trembling like a
leaf,” only to jump for joy when the commutation was read.50 As
Reed said, “I tell you I have been scared. It is enough to make any
man shaky.”51

When Reed came on for resentencing, Judge Clayton was not cer-
tain that he could impose sentence in McAlester on a defendant
convicted in another court town. Therefore, Reed was returned to
Antlers to hear sentence of life imprisonment passed on him.52

From Indian Territory he was taken to Leavenworth to serve his
sentence. In 1911 Attorney General Wickersham recommended com-
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mutation of Reed’s life sentence to ten years imprisonment with al-
lowances for good behavior.53 President Taft thought that too le-
nient, and instead commuted the sentence to fifteen years impris-
onment with allowances for good behavior.54 An attempt to secure a
pardon later that year was unsuccessful.55

A murder in 1898 in the Southern District resulted in a trial, con-
viction, and death sentence that were questioned because of pre-
sumed procedural errors. Charles Bias, an African American about
sixteen years of age, lived on Wildhorse Creek near Pooleville in
present Carter County. In early 1898 Bias and his two brothers
went to the house of Joe Joseph to see Gus Wright, who was living
with Joseph at the time. The group socialized for awhile, and then
Wright got on his horse and rode off. Only one person, his killer, saw
him alive again. The following morning Wright’s body was found be-
side the road. There were bruises and contusions about the head
and eyes, and near the body was a club with blood and hair on it.
His throat had been cut on both sides from ear to ear, and the head
was nearly severed from the trunk.

Within a month of the homicide Bias was indicted for the crime.
He pled not guilty, and the case came on for trial before Judge Ho-
sea Townsend of the Southern District in November 1898. Bias was
represented by Moman Pruiett, one of the most colorful and famous
criminal defense lawyers in the history of Indian Territory and
Oklahoma. Bias admitted killing Wright but claimed that he had
acted in self-defense. According to Bias, he had left Joseph’s place
shortly after Wright, caught up with him, and then the two got into
an argument. The verbal warfare esca-
lated, the two dismounted, and fisticuffs
ensued. When Bias started getting the
better of Wright, Wright drew a knife.
Bias grabbed the club, struck Wright on
the head, knocking him unconscious,
and then slit his throat. Throwing the
knife away, Bias fled from the scene, al-
though he did not attempt to leave the
jurisdiction.56

The main bone of contention at trial
was whether or not Wright had had a
knife. The prosecution presented testi-
mony that he had not, while the defense
introduced a knife said to be the one
that Wright had brandished at Bias be-
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fore being struck unconscious. How the knife came to be in the de-
fense’s possession was somewhat curious. Bias said that he had told
his attorney where the weapon could be found and that the lawyer
had retrieved it from its hiding place. However, the lawyer did not
testify concerning the finding of the knife, an omission that may
have left questions in the jurors’ minds regarding the knife’s prove-
nance. On the third day of trial the case went to the jury, which
speedily returned a guilty verdict. There was no qualification of
without capital punishment, and in a few days Judge Townsend
sentenced Bias to hang on January 13, 1899. Execution of the sen-
tence was stayed by timely appeal to the court of appeals.57

An opinion affirming the judgment of conviction and sentence
was handed down on October 26, 1899 (Bias v. United States, 53
S.W. 471, 3 Ind. Terr. 27 [Ind. Terr. 1899]). The court held that the
evidence was sufficient to sustain the conviction and that, as a
whole, the trial court’s instructions correctly stated the law. The ap-
pellate court did question the giving of an instruction that the jury
might convict the accused of involuntary manslaughter, but be-
cause this error, if one, inured to the defendant’s benefit, it was, at
most, harmless error.

The opinion was highly critical of Pruiett for stating twenty-five
propositions of error, “and, as to all except to a single point, not an
authority is cited, or a quotation from a law book made” (Id., 474,
Id., 38). The court also took the opportunity to instruct the Indian
Territory bar that the requirement of taking exceptions in order to
preserve an alleged error for appellate review applied to criminal,
as well as civil, and to capital, as well as noncapital, cases. The opin-
ion was written by Judge Clayton, with Judge William M. Springer
and Judge John R. Thomas concurring.

The time for execution having passed, Judge Townsend sen-
tenced Bias anew to hang on January 19, 1900, little more than two
months from the time of sentencing. Then began a frantic effort to
save the condemned man from the hangman, an effort that went
down to the wire. The main argument for commutation of the death
sentence went to the very integrity of the trial itself. Pruiett sub-
mitted affidavits from six of the jurors in the case. In sum and sub-
stance, each stated that the jury had agreed to be bound by majority
vote as to punishment, and that eight or nine had voted for death,
while the remainder had favored life imprisonment.58

A second argument for leniency, and one frequently voiced, was
that Bias was too ignorant to be hanged. The six jurors so opined,
one observing that Bias was “as ignorant as a horse.”59 Pleas for
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clemency on this ground also came from a number of present and
former court officials, including one deputy marshal, one former
marshal who was serving as Pauls Valley city marshal, the jail phy-
sician at Ardmore, and the jailers at Pauls Valley and Ardmore.60

No less a personage than Judge Springer, by then off the bench and
in private practice in Washington, D.C., wrote on Bias’s behalf, cit-
ing his youth and ignorance.61

As is usual in homicide cases, the character of the victim, even
his family, became an issue as well. W. M. Freeman, a Pauls Valley
merchant, wrote that Bias’s father was “one of the best Negroes I
ever saw,” while Gus Wright’s father was “just the opposite in every
sense of the word.”62 J. E. Harmon agreed, stating that Gus Wright
“was a quarrelsome negro, and it is probable that the fight between
him and Bias was started by Wright.”63 Pruiett filed an affidavit ex-
plaining that he had not testified at trial regarding finding the
knife, because he had not thought it necessary. However, he had
since learned from a juror that if he had taken the stand, the jury’s
verdict would have been different.64

As a general proposition, the Department of Justice placed great
reliance on the opinions of the trial judge and the prosecuting attor-
ney in advising the president. Judge Townsend wrote that he
thought Bias to have been legally convicted, and that he had no rec-
ommendation to make in the case.65 The case was prosecuted by
William B. Johnson, and his letter is a telling commentary on life in
Indian Territory. Johnson began by giving his version of the evi-
dence, a version characterized by the pardon attorney as “hardly
fair to the defendant.”66 Johnson wrote that personally he was op-
posed to capital punishment, but “if any man ought to be hung for
murder, this man deserves it.”67 The only mitigating circumstance
suggested was Bias’s ignornance, and if “that is to be the criterion,
all murderers will escape capital punishment in this country.”68 He
added that “in this country we are confronted with a strange combi-
nation of people. Murder is regarded as honorable, at least excus-
able, but larceny of a hog an unpardonable sin.”69

While agreeing that the murder was “a brutal one,”70 the acting
attorney general thought several facts warranted commutation of
the death sentence. The crime was not shown to be premeditated, it
was committed in the course of a fight between two ignorant, young
men living in a not-very-civilized land, and the jurors had reached
their verdict in a manner that made the case a proper one for clem-
ency. President McKinley agreed, and on January 16, 1900, three
days before Bias was to hang, commuted his death sentence to life
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imprisonment.71 The local paper, which seemed very distressed by
the commutation, reported that Bias did not even smile when in-
formed of the president’s action.72 His only comment was “all
right.”73

When his sentence was commuted, Bias was sent first to the Ohio
State Penitentiary and then to the federal prison at Atlanta, Geor-
gia. For almost two decades he worked assiduously to have his life
sentence reduced to a term of years. Finally, in 1917 President
Woodrow Wilson commuted his sentence to thirty years imprison-
ment with allowances for good behavior.74

The sixth in the list of those who were convicted of a capital
crime died before he could be hanged. Dennis Nolen, an African
American, lived with his wife and son near Pauls Valley. On Febru-
ary 1, 1898, he murdered his wife with an axe as she lay sleeping.
The principal witness against him was his son. Convicted of murder
without recommendation of mercy, Nolen was sentenced by Judge
Townsend to hang on the same day as Bias.

In anticipation of the double hanging, a contractor was hired to
construct a gallows. Plans called for the scaffold to be erected in a
pasture north of Ardmore, where it was thought that a large multi-
tude would assemble to witness the first executions in the Southern
District. Nolen had already been placed under the death watch
when, to the disappointment of many, word arrived that the court of
appeals had stayed his execution pending disposition of his appeal.
The stay saved Nolen from hanging, but it did not save his life.
While his appeal was pending, Nolen died of natural causes, proba-
bly consumption, in the jail at Ardmore. He was buried in the Afri-
can American cemetery north of town.75

The seventh case of averted execution involved an alleged rape in
rural Wagoner County and was the only instance of a death penalty
conviction in the Western District. Bessie Dunbar was a married
white woman. She lived with her husband in a log house on a farm
about five miles south of Wagoner. On May 16, 1904, according to
her testimony, Joe Vickers, a Negro about seventeen years of age,
had appeared at her house in the early afternoon. He was carrying a
Winchester rifle and a small bundle. When Dunbar approached
him, Vickers forced her into the kitchen and raped her.

Captured a week or so later in Kansas, Vickers was indicted for
rape at the October 1904 term of the Western District. Following his
plea of not guilty, the case came on for trial before Judge Charles W.
Raymond in January 1905. The jury quickly returned a verdict of
guilty and did not say without capital punishment.76 A few months
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later, however, Judge Raymond granted
Vickers’s motion for new trial.77 The sec-
ond trial was held in January 1906 before
Judge William Ridgway Lawrence. Again
the jury convicted, and again the jury did
not qualify its verdict. Judge Lawrence
sentenced Vickers to hang on April 20,
1906.78 The execution was stayed by a
timely appeal to the Indian Territory
Court of Appeals.

While awaiting decision of his appeal,
Vickers was less than a model prisoner.
Early of a morning, he would wake the
other inmates by singing religious
songs and then bursting into a frenzied
period of prayer.79 When first confined to
jail, he ate soap to make his mouth froth
and banged his head against the bars.
After being drenched several times with
a water hose, Vickers gave up soap eating and head butting.80

Vickers’s appeal was still pending when Oklahoma became a
state on November 16, 1907. By virtue of the Enabling Act, the case
was transferred to the Supreme Court of Oklahoma and then, after
its creation, to the Criminal Court of Appeals.81 The court handed
down its decision on November 19, 1908 (Vickers v. United States, 98
Pac. 467, 1 Okl. Cr. 452 [Okl. Cr. 1908]). In an opinion authored by
Judge Thomas H. Doyle the court reversed Vickers’s conviction and
remanded the case to the District Court of Muskogee County for a
new trial. Presiding Judge Henry Furman and Judge Henry Baker
concurred in the opinion.82

As the Criminal Court of Appeals read the record, the trial had
been “a Tragedy of Errors” (Id., 474., Id., 468). The indictment was
insufficient to charge the crime of rape, because it did not allege
that the accused had intercourse with the prosecutrix forcibly and
against her will. The jury was not instructed as it should have been
that it could qualify a guilty verdict as being without capital pun-
ishment. The prosecutor had denied the accused a fair trial when he
told the jury that “his reason for not permitting a colored man to sit
upon the jury was that he did not want to compel them to sleep and
eat with the negro.” (Id., 472., Id., 464). Of greatest importance, the
court held that the evidence was insufficient to prove forcible rape.
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Dunbar testified that she had not submitted from fear and that
Vickers had tried, but was unable, to throw her to the floor. Judge
Doyle considered other factors: the relative strength of the parties;
the fact that the prosecutrix had remained standing, according to
her testimony as to her position when penetration was said to have
occurred; the absence of evidence that she was bruised or injured;
and the observations that her hair was not disheveled and her
clothes not torn and that no outcry was made. In his view, her ac-
count of the rape did “not import absolute verity”(Id., 471. Id.,
461).83 Unlike Bias, when Vickers was informed of the appellate
court’s decision, he “shouted for joy,” and said that he was happy.84

Although the case was remanded for a new trial, the prosecutor
took what the court said regarding the evidence to heart and did not
try Vickers a third time.85

From the creation of the Northern District in 1902 until state-
hood in 1907, juries delivered only two death penalty convictions.
Only one would invoke the president’s mercy.86 Ellen Taylor was a
white woman, but she had enough Cherokee blood to be a citizen of

the nation by consanguinity. In 1903 in her mid forties, she lived at
Lynch’s Prairie, about four miles west of Spavinaw. Some time that
year Taylor hired George Shelton, an African American who had
just come to Indian Territory from Texas, to help with the farm
work. Immediately prior to coming to Indian Territory, Shelton had
been released from the North Texas Hospital for the Insane at
Terrell, where he had been treated for three years for “recurrent
mania.”87 He had been hospitalized once previously for the same
condition. On November 18, 1903, Taylor accused Shelton of rape.
He did not attempt to flee and was taken into custody without inci-
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dent. The grand jury indicted him on December 7, 1903, and the
case came on for trial before Judge Joseph A. Gill on December 9,
1903.

According to Taylor, Shelton had come into her house while she
was sitting by the fire, sewing. He grabbed her by the arm and neck,
forced her to the floor, and raped her. She said that she lost con-
sciousness during the attack. The brutal act finished, he left the
house, and Taylor testified that she ran to her son-in-law’s house
and gave the alarm. There was testimony from the son-in-law that
Taylor had four spots or bruises on one side of her neck and one on
the other. Another prosecution witness was Charley Smith, an in-
mate of the jail, who testified that Shelton had admitted commit-
ting the crime. Shelton testified in his own behalf. He denied the
charge, and he also denied that he had admitted the act to Smith.
The defense also produced witnesses who testified that they had
seen Shelton on the day in question, and that he did not appear
aroused or upset. The case went to the jury the same day, and the
jury convicted without mercy. The very next day Judge Gill sen-
tenced Shelton to hang on January 15, 1904, at Vinita.88

No appeal was taken, but efforts to secure a commutation of the
sentence started within a few days. Time was running out, however,
when on January 9, 1904, President Roosevelt respited execution of
the sentence until March 18, 1904, to give Shelton time to make his
case for executive clemency. Various grounds were urged why
Shelton should not be hanged.

First, the character of Ellen Taylor became an issue. Many affida-
vits were submitted that her reputation for virtue and morality left
much to be desired. It was said that her husband had left her after
only a few years of marriage, because she was too friendly with
other men. Taylor then began living in an adulterous relationship
with Cute Benge, and had two children, a son and a daughter, by
him.89 The children even went by the name Benge. Pliny L. Soper,
the prosecuting attorney, wrote that he had heard rumors that Tay-
lor had regularly cohabited with black men, although he had not
been able to obtain independent verification of the charge.90

The most damning evidence in this regard, however, came from
Taylor’s own daughter, Mary Woods, née Taylor. In her affidavit
Woods stated that Taylor had cohabited with Cute Benge while her
husband was still alive. Concerning the two children who carried
the Benge name, Woods claimed that one of the children, the daugh-
ter, was actually the child of a third man. Finally, Woods said that
Taylor had forced her to marry Tom Woods, knowing that Woods
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was part African American, and had whipped her with a pair of bri-
dle reins.91

Second, the argument was advanced that Shelton was too defi-
cient mentally to be executed. Two doctors at Vinita submitted affi-
davits that they had examined him, and that in their considered
opinion he was mentally irresponsible.92 This conclusion was sup-
ported by the district attorney at Goliad, Texas, who had twice sent
Shelton to the insane asylum. He stated his opinion that he was not
of sound mind or criminally responsible for his acts.93

Support for clemency came from some surprising sources. One
petition was signed by a number of citizens of Goliad, including an
attorney, the county judge, the county treasurer, the district attor-
ney, the principal of the high school, and the sheriff and his deputy.
Shelton was, they wrote, “when not afflicted by this mental de-
rangement a quiet, peaceable and inoffensive man.”94 And very
helpful to Shelton’s cause, the prosecuting attorney and Judge Gill
both urged commutation to life imprisonment.95

Not everyone felt the same way, however. John Turner, who had
been privately retained to assist Soper with Shelton’s prosecution,
strongly opposed any mercy. Turner thought it wrong to bring Tay-
lor’s character into issue, when there was no claim that the rape
was consensual. He also said that Taylor’s cohabitation with Benge
had been in accord with Cherokee customs, and that when Congress
had made such arrangements illegal, Taylor had ended the relation-
ship.96 The pardon attorney concluded that Shelton had raped Tay-
lor. He also concluded, based upon the direct and cross examination
of Shelton, that he was intelligent and not mentally irresponsible.97

Inexorably, March 18 approached. The marshal telegraphed At-
torney General Philander C. Knox on March 10 to ask if the sen-
tence had been commuted, because if it had not, it was “urgent to
make necessary preparations.”98 That day the attorney general rec-
ommended commutation because of doubt as to Shelton’s sanity
and because of Taylor’s bad character.99 The next day President
Roosevelt commuted the sentence to life imprisonment. He wrote
that he did so because of the great doubt, in view of Taylor’s bad
character as attested to by her daughter, whether this “was really
rape.”100 In short order, “the Mad Man from Goliad,” was sent to
Leavenworth to serve his sentence.

The final Indian Territory capital defendant beneficiary of presi-
dential clemency was Kid Kelley, convicted in the Southern District
Court. In the beginning, the case of United States of America v. Kid
Kelley was quite commonplace. Kid Kelley and Richard Dillingham,
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both African Americans, lived in Tishomingo, the capital of the
Chickasaw Nation. Bad blood came between them, and one chilly
morning in January 1904 they came upon each other in a café, a
fight ensued, and Kelley stabbed Dillingham to death. Indicted for
murder in the Southern District in March 1904, Kelley was not tried
until November 1905. To the extent that his lawyer presented a case,
Kelley claimed self-defense, a plea rejected by the jury when it con-
victed him of murder without leniency. Judge Hosea Townsend sen-
tenced Kelley to hang, and a timely appeal was perfected to the In-
dian Territory Court of Appeals.101 On September 26, 1907, the judg-
ment of conviction was affirmed (Kelley v. United States, 104 S.W.
604, 7 Ind. Terr. 241 [Ind. Terr. Ct. Apps. 1907]). The opinion was
authored by Judge Clayton. Judge Gill and Judge William Lawrence
concurred.102 Kelley was remanded to the penitentiary at McAlester.

Then, for almost two years nothing happened in the case. Not un-
til July 1909 did clemency petitions signed by residents of Ardmore,
Tishomingo, and Muskogee reach the Justice Department in Wash-
ington, D.C. In that manner the criminal justice system apparently
became aware that someone named Kid Kelley was facing the hang-
man’s noose. What at first blush was a routine clemency matter
quickly became a jurisdictional imbroglio.

The jurisdictional issue came to the fore because less than two
months after the Indian Territory Court of Appeals decided Kelley’s
appeal, Oklahoma became a state. With Oklahoma to statehood in
1907 the United States asserted that under Section 17 of the En-
abling Act Kid Kelley became the state’s responsibility. Oklahoma
disagreed strongly, claiming that pursuant to Section 15 of the En-
abling Act he was the responsibility of the United States. Section 15
provided that if a writ of error had been taken from the Indian Ter-
ritory Court of Appeals to the Eighth Circuit, the Eighth Circuit
was to retain jurisdiction of the case and decide it. Section 17 stated
that cases pending in the Indian Territory Court of Appeals at state-
hood, and not transferred to a federal court, were to be decided by the
appropriate Oklahoma appellate court as the lineal successor of the
Indian Territory Court of Appeals.

For more than a decade the federal government and the state of
Oklahoma argued that under the Organic Act the other was respon-
sible for deciding Kelley’s appeal and, if necessary, executing him.
Neither sovereign was willing to release him or hang him. Oklahoma
did deign to keep Kelley in custody, however.

He remained in state custody a model prisoner until February 13,
1919, when he walked away from the prison farm at Aylesworth near
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the penitentiary.103 Remaining at large until January 1921, he was
captured near his old home in Texas and returned to McAlester.104

No attempt was made to prosecute him for escape, in part, it seems,
because there was great sympathy for his predicament, and in part
because in a prosecution for escape the state would have to show that
he legally was being held.

In March 1921 Governor James B. A. Robertson raised the ques-
tion of Kid Kelley with the Department of Justice once again, saying

that he thought Kelley was
a proper subject for presi-
dential clemency.105 In re-
sponse, Attorney General
Harry Daugherty again ar-
gued that under the Or-
ganic Act the case was
Oklahoma’s responsibility,
but he admitted that the
jurisdictional dispute was
moot because of the state’s
refusal to do anything. Es-
sentially conceding that
the state had won, the at-

torney general wrote that the case would be treated as a normal ap-
plication for executive clemency.106 When the Justice Department
made its usual inquiry regarding the prisoner’s conduct, Warden
Fred C. Switzer at McAlester wrote that aside “from the fact that at
one time he escaped and went to Texas, there is nothing against his
record, and owing to the peculiar circumstances of his case, I cannot
say that I blame him for making his escape.”107

In early January 1922 Daugherty recommended that Kelley be
pardoned, and President Warren G. Harding in March commuted
Kelley’s sentence to expire immediately. So anxious was the federal
government for Kelley’s release that the attorney general wired the
warden to release him at once, without the official documents, say-
ing that they would be sent by mail. The warden released Kelley the
same day.108
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By Andrew L. Warren*

In the early morning hours of March 10, 1923,
one of the saddest episodes in twentieth-century Oklahoma history
reached an earsplitting crescendo. About three o’clock, as the heavy
air of early morning blanketed Osage County into stillness, a shat-
tering explosion ripped the dark silence and rent a residential
neighborhood in the small town of Fairfax.1 The home of Osage tribe
member William E. “Bill” Smith was, in a flash of light and the deaf-
ening eruption of several quarts of nitroglycerine, ripped into splin-
ters. The substantial dwelling was, quite literally, leveled. A photo-
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graph of the scene revealed nothing more recognizable than shards
of shredded and broken lumber.2 The force of the blast was so great
that a traveler standing in a hotel room two blocks away was knocked
from his feet. Enough nitroglycerine exploded to blow a hole six feet
in diameter and three feet deep through the Smith’s garage floor.3

The toll of this spectacular crime was both solemn and frighten-
ing. Solemn because Rita Smith, a member of the Osage tribe, and
Nettie Brookshire, her white live-in domestic, were instantly killed.
Bill Smith, Rita’s husband, lingered in unspeakable agony, dying
four days later.4 It was frightening because it seemed as if the mur-
der spree that started in the Osage Hills in May 1921 would never
end. By 1923 estimates of murdered Indians in Osage County ranged
from two dozen to twenty-seven.5 Nothing had been done to stop the
murders. The astonishingly violent and brutal end of Bill and Rita
Smith and their housekeeper suggested that there was no end in
sight and that the violence might be escalating. Bill Smith, who had
feared that he and his wife would be killed or blown up, had moved
from his ranch into his new home in town only a few days before the
explosion.6

The Osage tribe sought to stop the carnage. The murder of more
than twenty members in fewer than three years was more than any
community its size could tolerate, but local efforts to stop the killing
proved futile. Incompetent or indifferent, state and local law en-
forcement had done nothing to stanch the flow of Osage blood, and
ten days after the Smith household were murdered in their sleep
the tribal council appealed to the Department of the Interior and
the Department of Justice (DOJ) for help “in capturing and prose-
cuting the murderers of the Osage Tribe.”7 The Osage request for
federal help had the support of Indian Agent George Wright, who
asked that a “good detective from the Department of Justice be as-
signed to this case.”8

The Osage received the requested assistance from the Depart-
ment of Justice, George Wright got his detective, and with the aid of
the publishing industry and Hollywood, the Federal Bureau of In-
vestigation (FBI) later pasteurized, processed, and reprocessed the
Osage Murders story into a public relations boon. Within thirty
years of the Smiths’ demise, the FBI had tailored print and screen
versions that significantly streamlined and glorified the bureau’s
role in solving the cases. Perhaps the earliest romanticized version
of the crime and its consequences came in 1931 with the publication
of a not-widely-circulated book, Tragedies of the Osage Hills, as Told
by the “Sage of the Osage,” written by Arthur Lamb, an operator of
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an Indian curio store in Pawhuska, in the center of the Osage reser-
vation. Lamb did not, however, lavish credit on federal officials for
solving the crimes.9

Nonetheless, the story’s obvious dramatic aspects soon made it
useful for the investigative agency’s public relations purposes. In
1932 the NBC radio network aired a drama called “The Osage Mur-
ders,” broadcast nationwide on the Lucky Strike Hour. The Daily
Oklahoman reported that “facts for the broadcast were taken from
the records of the federal bureau of investigation.”10 In 1933 King
Features Syndicate, part of William Randolph Hearst’s newspaper
empire, ran a series of columns trumpeting the skills of federal in-
vestigators, with the Osage Murders a featured item. Author James
R. McCarthy asserted that “Director J. Edgar Hoover of the Bureau
of Investigation sent out several special agents with word that the
murderer or murderers must be found,” which, McCarthy said, is
exactly what the “highly trained secret service sleuths” did.11 Over
the next twenty years Hoover continued to look for ways to use that
story as well as others to promote his agency. In the early 1950s
Lawrence J. Hogan, an FBI employee, compiled a summary of inter-
esting cases, among them the Osage story, for high-level FBI offi-
cials who were interested in promoting a major motion picture
about the agency.12

Next, in 1956 came the best-selling book The FBI Story, A Report
to the People, penned by two-time Pulitzer Prize–winning journalist
Don Whitehead.13 Hoover himself wrote the foreword to the book, and
he said that author Whitehead had been given “the full facts . . .so long
as they did not violate security” and were “within the bounds of secu-
rity and policy considerations.”14 The FBI accommodated Whitehead
with office space and research assistance.15 Assistant Director Louis
Nichols gave Whitehead ideas about cases and investigations that
merited consideration and provided “source material” for White-
head’s use. Nichols had “a lot of say on” the book and, he later
claimed, “’if I saw something that I thought gave an erroneous im-
pression or maybe wasn’t one hundred percent accurate, I would
point that out to Don. . . .’” Nichols denied any editing.16 Memos
from Hoover, however, indicate the FBI director monitored the
manuscript and suggested changes when he felt they were neces-
sary.17 Hoover certified and endorsed Whitehead’s version of the
facts in the final sentence of his foreword to The FBI Story, A Report
to the People. “My associates and I,” wrote Hoover, “are deeply grate-
ful for the painstaking care of the author, Don Whitehead, in his ac-
curate portrayal of the record of the FBI. . . .”18 The book contained
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nine chapters. The fourth, titled “The Roaring Twenties,” devoted a
five-page, ghastly subchapter, “Murder by Proxy,” to the Osage
Murders. Whitehead characterized this episode as “one of the most
fantastic cases in [the FBI’s] files.”19

The book was soon followed by a popular motion picture titled
The FBI Story, based on Whitehead’s book. Billed as “The First Com-
plete Authentic Drama of the World’s Greatest Crime Fighters,” the
screenplay was written by Richard L. Breen and John Twist. The
two-and-one-half-hour-long film, produced and directed by Mervyn
LeRoy, was distributed by Warner Brothers. Starring were veteran
actors James Stewart, as Agent John Michael “Chip” Hardesty, and
Vera Miles, a Boise City, Oklahoma, native, as Hardesty’s wife, Lucy
Ann. The storyline involves the history of the FBI, and the action
begins with Hardesty regaling young FBI agents with exciting epi-
sodes of his personal career with the agency. His crime-busting ex-
ploits included chasing gangsters in places like New York City’s
Central Park and Yankee Stadium and international criminals in
more exotic locations like South America. A significant portion of
the film, slightly more than nineteen and one-half minutes, is de-
voted to Chip Hardesty’s efforts to apprehend the culprits in the
Osage Murders in Oklahoma. The picture premiered in October
1959.20 Both book and movie had not only the imprimatur of the
FBI, but the personal involvement, and in many ways, the direct su-
pervision of Director J. Edgar Hoover.

According to the movie’s producer, Mervyn LeRoy, “He [Hoover]
and his men controlled the movie. Everybody on that picture . . .
from the carpenters and electricians right to the top, everybody, had
to be okayed by the FBI. I did one scene, the one where he has his
first meeting with the men, and after I shot the picture they discov-
ered that one extra shouldn’t have been in there. I don’t know why.
So we had to shoot the scene over. I had two FBI men with me all
the time, for research purposes so that we did things right.” Hoover
endorsed the movie even more demonstratively than the book. Hoo-
ver’s first view of the movie came, according to LeRoy, at a private
screening. After watching the movie, LeRoy recalled, “ . . . Edgar
stood up and he motioned for me to come over to him and he put his
arms around me and he said, ‘Mervyn, that’s one of the greatest jobs
I’ve ever seen. . . .”21 He biographer Curt Gentry said Hoover cried at
the public premier.22 Hoover threw an honorary party for the cast
and staff of The FBI Story, and afterward used FBI agents to pro-
vide courtesies to producer LeRoy and star Stewart throughout the
world.23 Hoover had already explicitly endorsed Whitehead’s ver-
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sion of the FBI’s clever and snappy disposition of the Osage Mur-
ders. Obviously, the even more artistic and fictionalized Hollywood
account also met with his approval.

There should be no doubt that the Bureau of Investigation (or
BOI, which became the United States Bureau of Investigation in
1932 and the Federal Bureau of Investigation in 1935) completed
the difficult task of gathering evidence necessary to lock up the peo-
ple who had killed the Smith family and several other Osages. With
the arrests made possible by the Bureau of Investigation, the mur-
der of Osages stopped. Neither local nor state law enforcement
agencies had accomplished that, and they showed minimal interest
in trying. The Department of Justice assembled the evidence that
convicted the killers, often through resourceful use of undercover
agents and a lot of hard work. However, a casual reading of White-
head’s book might lead a reader to believe that the FBI’s work in
convicting the murderers of the Smith household (and a handful of
other Osages) came after and as a result of the Hoover reforms. The
movie explicitly suggests the Osage Murders were solved after Hoo-
ver became acting director, an event that actually happened May
10, 1924. Before that, from August 1921, he had been assistant di-
rector under William Burns. Thus, in 1923 Hoover was not even di-
rector of the Bureau of Investigation when its attention was drawn
to the ruthless little gang that was eventually convicted of the mur-
ders.24

The movie and the book (as well as their
several predecessors in print and broadcast
media) that received Hoover’s overt endorse-
ment plainly suggest that through a combina-
tion of brainpower, discipline, tenacity, and
super-sleuthing and legal-eaglery the Bureau
of Investigation, alone, had cracked a deep,
dark, and mysterious case. The 3,200–plus
pages of the FBI’s files on the Osage Murders
paint a different picture: The bureau’s inves-
tigation of the Osage Murders was not the
smooth, clever police work suggested by the
ethical and determined Jimmy Stewart of
the movie or the professional efficiency de-
picted in Don Whitehead’s best seller. In
fact, many people in Fairfax, a town of 1,342 inhabitants in 1920, al-
ready knew who had killed the Smiths and some of the other mur-
dered tribe members, and these dutiful citizens told the Bureau of
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Investigation as much almost from the moment the agents arrived
in town.25 For its part, the bureau initially bumbled around and ig-
nored the public’s suspicions and also dismissed the damning cir-
cumstantial evidence that supported the widely held opinion. The

bureau went through two agents and six months before a third and
former agent, temporarily reappointed from outside the bureau, re-
focused the effort. He investigated the same suspects that previous
agents had learned about right at the start.

The month of March 1923, when the Smiths were blown up and
the Osage Nation asked the federal government for help, was not
the best time to be an agent of the Bureau of Investigation or, for
that matter, to hold any other position in the Department of Justice.
The nation had endured two years of the presidential administra-
tion of Warren G. Harding, with all of its attendant outrages and
disgraces. The oily clouds of the Teapot Dome affair were visibly
gathering over Secretary of the Interior Albert B. Fall and were
casting shadows on the Justice Department’s chummy inaction.
DOJ itself was in increasingly bad odor around Washington over
the mysterious suicide of Jesse Smith, a crony of Attorney General
Harry M. Daugherty. Although he was never given an official ap-
pointment by Daugherty, Smith had managed to convince the attor-
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ney general to give him an office in the department. Later congres-
sional testimony corroborated rumors that had circulated around
both Daugherty and Smith that Justice was involved in a wide vari-
ety of dubious deals and nefarious activities.26 Lurid affairs sprouted
into public consciousness like Oklahoma gushers as the Osage Mur-
ders investigation got under way. The scandals drove Attorney Gen-
eral Daugherty from office about a year after the Smith household
was blown into the great certainty.27

The Bureau of Investigation was only slightly better. Daugherty
fired the bureau’s director, William E. Flynn, and replaced him with
childhood buddy William J. Burns, director of a large private detec-
tive firm.28 “Together,” Hoover’s biographer Curt Gentry wrote,
“Daugherty and Burns had very quickly turned the BOI into a
dumping ground for political hacks. . . .”29 Burns was bad enough by
himself. He had been convicted of burglary, had spied for Germany
prior to the United States’ entry into World War I, had functioned
as a strike-breaker and a jury-rigger, and lately operated a private
detective agency specializing in labor espionage. But Burns was not
the worst. That ignominy belonged to Gaston Means, who was
merely the most odious of dozens of dollar-a-year-men, honorary
agents, and others working under the rubric of the Bureau of Inves-
tigation without official appointments.30 Like Burns, Means had
spied for Germany before World War I, but he had also performed as
a double agent for the United Kingdom. Means’s catalogue of mis-
deeds, too long to list, included an acquittal for murder. After being
cut loose by the Bureau of Investigation, Means had added a convic-
tion for bilking a newspaper millionairess out of more than one
hundred thousand dollars in a fraudulent scheme to locate and re-
turn the kidnaped Lindbergh baby.31

As the Teapot Dome scandal came to the attention of the United
States Senate, William Burns dispatched BOI agents to muckrake
and tail the senators who were exposing the scandal. According to
Gentry, evidence later presented to committees investigating Tea-
pot Dome revealed that bureau agents “tapped telephones, inter-
cepted mail, broke into offices and homes, and copied correspon-
dence and private papers, looking for anything which might be used
for blackmail” or would otherwise be helpful in obstructing the in-
vestigation.32 Former Special Agent in Charge Neil Welch, in later
decades a nominee for director of the Federal Bureau of Investiga-
tion, agreed that the bureau of the early 1920s was “a pervasively
corrupt agency even by the wide-open standards of the Harding ad-
ministration.”33
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This, then, was the Bureau of Investigation that arrived in Osage
County, Oklahoma, with the responsibility for identifying the mur-
derers who were killing the Osage citizens. On March 10, 1923, the
same day that Rita Smith and Nettie Brookshire were killed, and
while Bill Smith lay slowly dying in his hospital bed, Oklahoma At-
torney General George F. Short wrote to the commissioner of Indian
affairs. Even at this early date Short’s letter correctly identified the
motive for the murders: “[T]o provide the inheritance of a consider-
able number of estates, vesting such inheritance in one person.”
This opinion, from no less than the chief law enforcement officer of
the State of Oklahoma, was in the hands of Bureau of Investigation
Agent Frank V. Wright by April 5, 1923.34 Although Short named no
suspects, his letter contained precisely the theory and the fact upon
which convictions were ultimately obtained in the case of the Osage
Murders.

Another early source of information for the bureau was Indian
Agent George Wright. As the agent for the Osage at tribal head-
quarters in Pawhuska, he gathered information from across the res-
ervation. On March 20, only ten days after the Smith explosion and
six days after its final victim, Bill Smith, died, Wright sent the
commissioner of Indian affairs his assessment: “The popular opin-
ion in Fairfax and Pawhuska is that one person is directly responsi-
ble for the various murders, and a rather strong chain of circum-
stantial evidence has already been woven. . . .”35 Wright’s letter
found its way into Bureau Agent Frank Wright’s report dated April
2–4, 1923. If the Indian agent was correct, within ten days of the
bombing and before the first BOI report was completed, the commu-
nity had both a suspect and a basis for suspicion. Their suspicion
was ultimately confirmed by confessions and convictions.

In a separate report, Agent Wright expressed a strong suspicion
that William Hale was the man behind the Smith bombing, that the
Burkhart brothers were accomplices, and that Kelsey Morrison had
a direct connection with the actual explosion.36 The letter from the
state attorney general to the Bureau of Indian Affairs provided no
names nor evidence, only indications. It is therefore apparent that
Frank Wright was getting additional leads from someone. His re-
port referred to an “informant” who had given at least some of the
new information, but no other sources were identified. The addi-
tional informant was probably not the Indian agent; BOI reports
showed no reluctance to identify him. Whatever the sources, the al-
legations contained in the letters from the attorney general, the In-
dian agent, and Frank Wright’s report all addressed the same the-
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ory with more or less the same evidence. The perpetrators of the
Smith murders (and others) were already right under the bureau’s
nose. It remained only to obtain sufficient admissible evidence to
prove the case, a substantially more difficult proposition.

At this point the investigation devolved into hundreds of pages of
mind-numbing reports. They are replete with rumor, hearsay, and,
annoyingly, redacted names of informants and sources. Some of
these redactions were probably undercover Bureau of Investigation
agents working the case. Some may have been citizens simply wish-
ing to avoid antagonizing a murderous gang that was killing the
Osage Indians with impunity. Some may have been among the nu-
merous private detectives working the case. Whatever the reason,
the redactions and deletions leave troubling, if not gaping, holes
that impede the reconstruction of events.

However convincing the bureau did or did not find the circum-
stantial evidence, more quickly surfaced and pointed to William K.
Hale as the prime suspect. Public speculation credited him with
having engineered the Smith murders. He controlled large tracts of
Osage County land and owned large herds of cattle and a substan-
tial interest in a Fairfax bank, among other businesses. He was a lo-
cal political power and, as Bureau Agent Wright related in his April
2–4 report, many people suspected him of “being the brains” of a
criminal organization. Ernest Burkhart, Hale’s nephew and said to
be a member of his “organization,” was “absolutely controlled by
Hale,” according to Wright’s informants. Burkhart had married
Mollie Kyle,37 who, as a member of the Osage tribe, was therefore
entitled to tribal headrights.

For the Osage, headrights served a function like that of a corpo-
rate stock dividend. At fixed intervals the tribal government di-
vided its surplus wealth into equal amounts called headrights.
These headrights would then be distributed to tribe members. The
wells owned by the Osage people produced so much oil and wealth
that by 1920 each headright paid $8,100 per year.38 If Hale “abso-
lutely controlled” Ernest Burkhart, as Frank Wright reported, he
could likewise control the growing number of headrights that Mollie
Kyle Burkhart received each year. Many in Osage County already
understood that Burkhart and, presumably, Hale stood to control a
great deal more than just Mollie Burkhart’s headright if the kill-
ings continued. Because Osage headrights were inheritable, each
successive generation of a family of Osage tribe members inherited
the preceding generation’s headrights. Accordingly, through
headrights, shares of tribal wealth accumulated in individuals. As

196

THE CHRONICLES OF OKLAHOMA



the Osage Murders progressed, Mollie Burkhart’s family was dying
naturally or being killed, and more and more headrights were fun-
neled in direction of the Ernest Burkhart household.39

As Mollie’s family’s wealth grew, the family itself was shrinking.
In May 1921 her sister, Anna Brown, lay dead, shot in the head, in a
rural area of the Osage Nation. Upon closure of her estate, Anna’s
headrights would pass to her mother, Lizzie Q. Kyle, and her sisters,
Mollie Burkhart and Rita Smith. Events intervened. In June 1921
Lizzie Kyle died under unknown circumstances. No investigation
was conducted, but rumors of foul play circulated. Her estate was
estimated at several million dollars and would, under normal cir-
cumstances, pass to her survivors—Minnie Kyle Smith, Rita Kyle
Smith, and Mollie Kyle Burkhart. Then, in early 1922 Minnie
Smith died of “quick consumption.” No investigation was conducted
into her death.40 Rita Smith died when her home was blown to bits
in March 1923. Had probate on these various estates not been de-
layed by the murders and suspicions of murders, Mr. and Mrs. Er-
nest Burkhart would have been a very, very rich couple.

Lines of descent are typically matters of common law and are
nearly as common knowledge. It hardly required the applied intelli-
gence of a legally trained FBI agent to unravel the mystery. People
all over the Osage Reservation understood, and, as Frank Wright’s
reports indicate, word reached the bureau’s men as soon as they ar-
rived. Osage tribal attorney T. Woodward was among the very first
to suggest an inheritance scheme to BOI Agent Frank Wright. As
Woodward explained his theory, he also identified another murder
that he thought to be related to the Smith bombing: In January
1923, northeast of Fairfax, Osage tribe member Henry Roan had
been found dead of a gunshot wound. His life was insured for
twenty-five thousand dollars. The policy’s beneficiary was William K.
Hale. Agent Wright recorded this in his report of April 2–4, 1923,
along with an interesting epilogue: Kelsey Morrison, Ernest
Burkhart’s frequent companion, had left Fairfax by automobile after
three o’clock on the morning the Smith home exploded.41

Further, in these first weeks of the bureau’s investigation, re-
ports of Bill Smith’s suspicions filtered in to Agent Frank Wright.
One of the ubiquitous redacted sources reported that Smith, in his
hospital bed, had told those present that Hale and Ernest Burkhart
were his only two enemies in the world.42 Within a week, one of
those present had confirmed this report, adding that Smith had told
those in his room that “‘he had expected this to happen.’”43 In part,
Bill Smith expected to die because of his firm and openly expressed
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belief that Ernest Burkhart had killed Henry Roan. Even further,
Smith (among others) suspected that Ernest Burkhart had killed
Roan at Hale’s orders and that Bryan Burkhart had killed his sis-
ter-in-law Anna Brown. Hale stood to gain twenty-five thousand
dollars in life insurance proceeds from Roan’s death. Moreover, an-
other dispute sizzled between Smith and Hale; the details are un-
important, but a separate lawsuit involving more than six thousand
dollars had engendered further rancor between them.44 To supple-
ment his own investigation Agent Wright then turned to the re-
ports of the private detectives working the case. His report of May
31, 1923, included a summary of at least five of the reports. These
were primarily concerned with the shooting death of Anna Brown,
Rita Smith’s sister. In conclusion, Wright opined that “the Agent
assigned will probably not be far off if he spots Bill Hale for the
master mind, the Burkhart brothers for accomplices and the fellow
Morrison, mentioned in my previous reports, as the man who ar-
ranged for carrying out the details and actually took part in blow-
ing up the Bill Smith home at Fairfax. . . .”45 The reports of private
investigative agencies did nothing to dissuade Frank Wright of
what he had been told by the tribal attorney and by a confidential
informant in the first week of his investigation.

That was about Wright’s last involvement with the case. A
mid-April letter from Special Agent in Charge James Findlay of
the Oklahoma City office to Director Burns indicated that Wright
had “just been given thirty days leave of absence without pay, so
that he cannot give this matter further attention for that period of
time. . . .”46 This letter came to the attention of Assistant Director J.
Edgar Hoover, who relayed the message to Burns with the observa-
tion that “the progress made has not been entirely satisfactory for a
case of this magnitude.”47 Indeed, at the time when Hoover ex-
pressed dissatisfaction with the Wright phase of the investigation,
the bureau possessed virtually no evidence beyond that provided by
the public and had added but little evidence to the surmise provided
by tribal attorney Woodward. Five weeks passed before Agent Cal-
vin S. Weakley replaced Frank Wright.48 Neither Whitehead’s book
nor the subsequent motion picture makes any mention of an agent’s
mysterious departure from the case or of the resulting delay. Al-
though Stewart’s movie character wonders aloud at one point what
Washington will think of his failure to generate any leads, neither
the book nor the movie make any mention of the fact that the public
laid the ultimate theory of the prosecution before the Bureau of In-
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vestigation at the very beginning of federal involvement in the
Osage Murders.

Agent Weakley also quickly turned to private detectives for infor-
mation. A former tribal enforcement agent who had investigated
the killings himself told Weakley that there was “lots of talk around
Fairfax of Bill Hale being the master mind in all these deaths and
that this was done to center the inheritance of these estates in the
Burkhart family.” However, Weakley was also told that an equal
number felt that Hale had had nothing to do with it, resented any
suggestion that he was involved, and would vigorously defend him.49

Weakley met with private investigators named Gustafson and
Brackett, hoping to obtain their files. Although they did not immedi-
ately tender the files, the two provided Weakley with summaries
that contained more of the same information that the bureau had
already collected. The “private eyes” did have something new, how-
ever. On August 6 Brackett had bumped into Kelsey Morrison on
the street. He was tribal attorney Woodward’s prime suspect as the
actual arsonist in the Smith bombing.50 Morrison denied any in-
volvement in the killings but complained that everybody was accus-
ing him of the Smith murders. Trying to protect himself, he told
Brackett that Hale had had something to do with the crime.51 This
was a hairline crack in the conspiracy, but at the time nobody could
see it.

Here the BOI missed an important opportunity. It had been five
months since the last murder, and the trail was going cold. As pre-
dicted, however, a nervous Morrison had made foolish accusations
to appear candid as he deflected attention from himself to Hale. Ex-
perienced criminal interrogators would have readily identified this
common symptom of vulnerability and methodically closed in for
the kill. Were Frank Wright still on the case, he might have recog-
nized Kelsey Morrison as a potential snitch and extracted a confes-
sion. Earlier, in April Wright had adopted Woodward’s theory impli-
cating Hale, Morrison, and the Burkharts. Within a day or so of his
conversation with Woodward, Wright had learned from a confiden-
tial informant that “Morrison was yellow, probably the easiest point
of attack to get at facts; that he would probably talk, and that he
was also the only man mentioned so far of the suspects who would
divulge anything. . . .”52 But Wright was gone, and Weakley, quickly
becoming discouraged by the prospects of the case, did not try to
squeeze Morrison.

Instead, Weakley reinvented the wheel. In a report dated July
20–August 4, 1923, Weakley reiterated the theory that tribal law-
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yer Woodward had given Frank Wright in the first week of the bu-
reau’s involvement. He identified three more witnesses who had
heard Smith express fear that Hale and the Burkharts would kill
him and his wife. Despite a growing list of witnesses who attested
to Smith’s fears, Weakley observed that there was no direct evi-
dence to support the man’s apprehensions. The agent held it cir-
cumstantial that half of Smith’s wife’s family had been obviously
murdered and that the other half had died in unusual ways.53 Ap-
parently Weakley did not consider the circumstances to be signifi-
cant. He also learned that three days before the Smith explosion
Morrison used a check from Hale to make a down payment on a new
car and that Hale had acted as surety for Morrison’s notes at a
Fairfax bank. This circumstantial evidence Weakley dismissed with
the curious statement that “[t] here has not yet been any facts devel-
oped upon which to make any connecting link looking to any definite
development.” Instead, he turned his attention to private investiga-
tor Brackett, who “had not as yet secured any data as he has not as
yet been able to locate the parties through whom he expects to se-
cure information.”54 Weakley, evidently, was content to continue re-
lying on private investigators to conduct a federal investigation.

Not all the news was bad. Weakley picked up a few scraps that
might accumulate into something of value. One witness had caught
Kelsey Morrison changing his alibi from an inculpatory to an excul-
patory story. Another had heard Morrison threaten to kill somebody
as he bemoaned his fate, specifically the continued accusations that
he had blown up the Smith home. Weakley did not see much value in
these stories and spent much of his time on the Anna Brown murder.
Private detectives and local law enforcement collected enough evi-
dence to charge Bryan Burkhart with killing Bill Smith’s sis-
ter-in-law Anna Brown, but after a hearing, a judge dismissed the
charge.55 The county attorneys who prosecuted the unsuccessful
charges told Weakley that Bryan Burkhart had been unjustifiably
nervous while in court and was probably guilty of a conspiracy to
funnel the money from the victims toward Mollie Burkhart. The
county attorneys had figured it out too.56

In late July or early August Weakley finally began actively inves-
tigating what had long seemed obvious to many in the community:
Hale and his goons were killing people for their money. For three
months the BOI’s agents and operatives had limited the investiga-
tion almost entirely to collection of opinions and hearsay. Those in
charge had then dismissed this information as hearsay and opinion
and, therefore, as unreliable. But near the end of his report dated
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July 20–August 4, 1923, Weakley forged outward into independent
investigation of facts that might bolster the widely held circum-
stantial theory implicating the Hale gang. He found documentation
that Joe Grayhorse, one of the more than twenty Osage killed in the
previous two years, had given Hale an undivided interest in two
tracts of land in August 1920. The two transactions were separate,
about ten days apart. The purchase price was “ . . . $1 and other con-
siderations.”57 As a practical matter, Grayhorse had given these in-
terests in land to Hale for free. If Hale survived Joe Grayhorse, he
would inherit the parcels of land, with Grayhorse’s heirs. And that
is precisely what happened: Grayhorse died “suddenly” in late
1921.58

For months during 1922 and 1923, then, the developing sequence
of events made it ever more apparent to many on the Osage Reser-
vation that having something William Hale wanted was bad for an
Osage Indian’s health. Barely a month after Grayhorse died, Annie
Brown had died too, leaving a substantial probable estate to
nephew Ernest Burkhart’s wife, Mollie. Another couple of months
passed and Lizzie Q. Kyle had died, potentially leaving millions in
headrights and other wealth to Mollie Burkhart, Minnie Smith, and
Rita Smith. In early 1922 Minnie Smith had died, leaving Mollie
Burkhart and Rita Smith as Lizzie Kyle’s only natural heirs. In
February 1923 Henry Roan died, leaving Hale the beneficiary to a
life insurance policy worth twenty-five thousand dollars. In March
1923 Rita Smith was killed in the big explosion. Under normal cir-
cumstances, her death would have left all to Hale’s nephew’s wife.
Weakley remained unconvinced by the body count, however. In view
of Hale’s potential pecuniary interest in each of these deaths, many
of them demonstrably murders and the others at least suspicious,
Weakley’s evaluation of the Grayhorse land deals is mildly aston-
ishing: “From this investigation of [the Grayhorse] transactions
with Hale which occurred practically a year prior to his death there
is nothing to cause suspicion.”59 With this credulous conclusion, the
possibility imperiously suggests itself that Agent Calvin Weakley
was not the man for this task.

Even after Weakley had confirmed that most of the property in
the Kyle family would descend to Mollie Kyle (Mrs. Ernest
Burkhart), he remained unconvinced. “Most of the information ob-
tained has been rumor and conclusions based upon theories
founded upon circumstances rather than facts,” he noted.60 The first
agent on the case, Frank Wright, saw where the circumstantial evi-
dence pointed. Calvin Weakley never did. Relying, as he was wont to
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do, on private investigators, Weakley attended a meeting with
Gustafson and Attorney General Short. Gustafson suggested that
the Burkhart brothers be thrown in jail without bail. (Bryan
Burkhart was the last person known to have seen Anna Brown
alive.) Sweating a co-conspirator in jail on separate charges re-
mains one of law enforcement’s most time-honored and successful
methods of obtaining testimony or a confession. Gustafson sug-
gested it then. Weakley probably agreed with Attorney General
Short, who said there was insufficient evidence to obtain a war-
rant.61

Next, during the week of August 13–18 Weakley got the opinion
of a Fairfax attorney identified only as “Gray.” Gray was adminis-
trator of Anna Brown’s substantial estate and had been clerk of the
coroner’s inquest that ruled the Smiths’ deaths to be by murder.
Gray had also communicated with some of the private investiga-
tors. He told Weakley that “there had been suspicions which was
practically the opinion of the entire community that these crimes
were the outcome of the efforts of the Burkharts and Bill Hale in or-
der to center the inheritance of the one family in Mollie Burkhart
and that the death of Henry Roan was for the purpose of collecting
the insurance. . . .” An otherwise unidentified Mrs. John Kennedy
also outlined the same theme for Weakley.62 Other citizens provided
the same rumor. Nevertheless, Weakley said everybody was tired of
the case and had given up on it unless somebody involved started
talking. He then expressed doubt that the case could be brought to a
successful conclusion.63

Within a few days he wrote a discouraged memo to Special Agent
in Charge Findlay in the bureau’s Oklahoma City office. Notwith-
standing the clear pecuniary interest of Hale and the Burkharts in
the deaths of the Kyle family, Weakley wrote, “No one seems to have
any definite data or any information through which to work, and I
at present must admit I am at a loss as to any avenue through
which any evidence can be obtained.” He again exhibited his will-
ingness to forfeit responsibility for the investigation to the mixed
bag of private detectives working the case. Referring to potential
witnesses (but hardly exhibiting confidence in the great investiga-
tive skills and training the print and cinematic versions accorded
the agents involved), he reported, “ . . . if I can locate them, [I] doubt
seriously if I get any information as it seems that they have already
been interviewed by the private detectives and no information has
been secured. As I have previously explained, it seems that every
available party has previously been interviewed a long time ago by

202

THE CHRONICLES OF OKLAHOMA



the private detectives, shortly after these murders happened and
no material direct evidence was obtained.” Complaining that within
two days he would exhaust all possible leads, he told Findlay, “ . . .
at present I do not see any possible chance of unravelling [sic] this
case, and believe at present any continued investigation is use-
less.”64 Weakley then recommended that the Bureau of Investiga-
tion give up on the Osage Murders.

His recommendation was rejected. Findlay sent a letter to Hoo-
ver complaining of the Oklahoma attorney general’s failure to fulfill
promises of meaningful assistance and of the failures of local law
enforcement and prosecutors. He attached Weakley’s memo, told
Hoover that Weakley had “proceeded as best he could,” and asked
for instructions. Hoover forwarded both items to Director Burns,
who tersely replied, “Have our office continue the investigation and
keep after the State Atty. General.” Hoover drafted a letter to that
effect for Burns’ signature on August 29, 1923.65

As Washington and Oklahoma City exchanged correspondence
about the flagging investigation, Attorney General Short finally
provided an investigator. Weakley met with Findlay in Oklahoma
City, where he repeated his conclusion that the investigation was
stymied, and he then returned to making desultory enquiries. A
witness had come forward and claimed that Burkhart had stated an
intention to kill Bill Smith, and Weakley indulged his habit of milk-
ing private investigators for information.66 Now, finally, late in Au-
gust 1923 the Bureau of Investigation got its first break in a while.

The Oklahoma Attorney General’s office assigned Thomas F.
Weiss to the investigation, and he reenergized it. On September 6
Special Agent in Charge Findlay wrote to J. Edgar Hoover urging
that Weiss receive a temporary appointment as a BOI agent and
that he be given the assistance of an additional agent to augment
the process. Findlay hastened to clarify that he meant to cast no as-
persions on Weakley and that he wanted him to remain involved.
Weakley, however, had concluded that the murders could not be
solved. Weiss, to the contrary, told Findlay he thought he could solve
both the Anna Brown murder and another reservation murder un-
related to the Smith bombing. So confident was Findlay in Weiss’s
abilities that he suggested that if the bureau could not appoint
Weiss, the Bureau of Indian Affairs in the Department of the Inte-
rior should be approached about an appointment. Curiously, Hoo-
ver’s memo to Director Burns referred to Findlay’s request as “rein-
statement.” Burns concurred in the request that Weiss be
“reengaged.”67 He apparently had been employed as a BOI agent un-
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til August 28, 1923, when he had left to work the Osage Murders for
the Oklahoma attorney general. Now Weiss wanted the prestige and
authority of federal credentials again, and Special Agent in Charge
Findlay “unhesitatingly” supported his request.68

Within a month Weiss knew what he wanted to do. He composed
a forty-page digest of the evidence and theories of the case and set
forth in detail the persuasive circumstantial case against Hale and
the Burkharts in the Smith bombing, as well as the evidence in the
Anna Brown and Henry Roan cases and others. He interviewed and
tracked down witnesses in numbers and places Calvin Weakley
never imagined. Other BOI agents soon took over the case and
made countless discoveries of evidence and witnesses. But it was the
theory, which Weiss adopted, after Frank Wright’s false start and Cal-
vin Weakley’s dismissive attitude, that brought down Hale, Burkhart,
and Morrison. The murderers’ motives and activities were exposed
and were seen to have transpired in just about the way tribal attor-
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on the Osage Murders).



ney Woodward had theorized to BOI Agent Wright in his first week
in Osage County during April 1923.69

After four trials, William Hale was finally convicted and sen-
tenced to life in prison in 1929; he was paroled in 1947 and moved to
Phoenix, Arizona. Ernest Burkhart received a life sentence in 1926
and went to federal prison. He was paroled in the late 1930s, was
reincarcerated in 1946, and was pardoned in 1965. Other accompli-
ces, including Kelsey Morrison and bootlegger John Ramsey, were
also apprehended, tried, convicted, and imprisoned on either state
or federal charges.70

None of this was mentioned in the book or the movie that re-
ceived J. Edgar Hoover’s imprimatur in 1956 and 1959. On the con-
trary, the book suggests that FBI undercover men who played color-
ful roles and met stealthily in the dark Osage Hills night slowly
constructed a motive and developed suspects. A few lines from
Woodward’s book suffice to summarize the author’s fawning ap-
proach: “FBI agents moved into Fairfax and found an almost impen-
etrable wall of fear. People were afraid to talk and witnesses who
might have given information had long since disappeared. There
were rumors which sent the agents off for days at a time on false
leads. Someone, they knew, was deliberately ‘planting’ stories to
confuse their search. But the hunt continued.”71

A lot of admissible evidence was needed, and was gathered by
BOI agents, before a prosecutable case could be brought against ei-
ther Hale or his men. Undercover agents were a part of that. How-
ever, the case’s voluminous FBI files clearly show that the suspects,
the motive, and the modus operandi of the Smith bombing and sev-
eral of the other Osage Murders were neither mysterious nor as se-
cret as book and movie suggest. They were obvious to many resi-
dents of Osage County and were made clear to the Bureau of Inves-
tigation within days of its beginning to work on the case. Much is
made here of the halting early months of the investigation. After
criminals have been apprehended, confessed, tried, and convicted it
is always easy to look back and say what clues, hints, and evidence
law enforcement should have immediately gathered in the heat of
the chase. Ultimately, the Bureau of Investigation confronted nu-
merous obstacles in the investigation of the Osage Murders and
eventually solved crimes that, in fact, nobody else could or would. In
doing so they ended a gruesome, three-year murder spree on the
Osage Reservation. They deserve credit for so doing. The six-year
investigation and prosecution required enormous patience and per-
sistence. It was during the Osage Murders investigation that J. Ed-
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gar Hoover replaced William Burns as BOI director, cleaned house,
and began building the modern Federal Bureau of Investigation out
of the scabrous United States Bureau of Investigation that existed
during the era of Warren G. Harding, Harry Daugherty, William J.
Burns, and Gaston Means.

An accurate representation of this accomplishment apparently
was not good enough for Hoover. Why did Hoover so enthusiasti-
cally endorse such stylized versions of the truth? The episode in the
movie The FBI Story dealing with the Osage Murders is so fictional-
ized and takes such great license with the facts that an analysis of
its accuracy is not merited. Nevertheless, in its fictionalization the
movie suggests something about the role of the West in American life,
and its real significance may lie in its decision to use the Osage Mur-
ders investigation to illustrate the essence of the agency’s history.

The episode based on the Osage Murders takes place in fictitious
Ute City, Oklahoma. It is a Hollywood representation of Osage oil
boomtowns like Pawhuska, Carter Nine, Whizbang, Hogshooter,
and Wildhorse. They were rowdy towns, and The FBI Story charac-
terizes them with thrumming oil wells salaciously erect in every
street and alleyway, women of the town flinging themselves from
ubiquitous saloons to catfight in muddy streets, while gullible, card-
board-cutout “blanket” Indians are taken in by comically sleazy
hucksters and confidence men. Finally, the Nordic-looking lawman
in this case, FBI Agent Chip Hardesty, and his dutiful, pregnant
wife, Lucy Ann, survive hardship and tragedy together when they
lose the child while trying to tame this crude and hostile western
environment. The Ute City of The FBI Story is the cinematic West
in transition: oil illuminated and then powered the West into a new
era. Western bonanza and boomtowns like Dodge City and Dead-
wood had their final incarnation with the mix of gushers and Indi-
ans in Oklahoma. The modern, petro-industrial West was kicking
and screaming at birth in Ute City, and an incipient, technocratic
federal law enforcement agency was being tested as a replacement
for the now obsolete, ineffective sheriff of the Old West. Yet at the
same time, it supplanted the local marshal, who in the movie just
could not figure out the (fictionalized version of) the Osage Mur-
ders. The FBI exhibited the very values and standards of the sup-
planted Old West lawmen of literature and lore. Hoover’s G-man
just brought a more disciplined, educated, white-collar approach to
the Anglo taming of the Wild West. As part of the transition to the
larger American myth, the new lawman cum FBI made Ute City
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safe and civilized for red and white man alike. It was a familiar Hol-
lywood story in the late 1950s.

“Essentially, across the span of the nation,” historian Anne But-
ler suggests, “many Americans—young and old, men and
women—indulged their western fantasies so completely that they
tolerated and encouraged misrepresentations of history.”72 The FBI
Story is a movie in which J. Edgar Hoover’s Federal Bureau of In-
vestigation was the modern, sophisticated law enforcement agency
Jeffersonian America needed to hold the line against modern, so-
phisticated criminals and international Communism. And in this
fictionalized Hollywood version of the Osage Murders the FBI dem-
onstrated through its western experience in Oklahoma that it too
passed the test of the American West. Of all the thousands of cases
Hoover, Nichols, and the FBI could have chosen to fictionalize, they
included one in which they can be shown to civilize the uncivilized
in the American West. It must have been pretty important to them.
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By Bill Moore*

The year was 1961. The young, newly elected
president of the United States, John Fitzgerald Kennedy, had just
been sworn into office in January. Cuba, a Soviet-backed island na-
tion lying only ninety miles off the coast of Florida, provided a
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“Communist threat” on America’s doorstep. The president had
signed off on a previously planned, United States–backed, paramili-
tary strike against Cuba by Cuban exiles and refugees. Known as the
Bay of Pigs fiasco, the operation that occurred from April 17 through
April 21, 1961, was a dismal and very public failure for President
Kennedy’s fledgling, anti-Communist administration.

The week before, on April 12 the Soviets had dealt the United
States another blow. The Communist nation’s space program suc-
cessfully launched a rocket that carried the first human into space.
Leaders of democratic nations blanched at the thought of the large
payloads, possibly including nuclear warheads, that the Soviet rock-
ets might be able to launch into orbit. The United States’ missiles
could only manage a fifteen-minute suborbital flight for Alan Shepard
on May 5, 1961.

With only this very brief accomplishment to bolster his nation’s
image, and with threat of Communism’s spread around the world,
President Kennedy made the bold challenge of committing the
United States to go to the Moon by the end of the decade. Could it be
accomplished? How would this monumental task be accomplished?
This little-known chapter in the history of the space program will
forever be the foundation of the August 1969 landing on the Moon.
At the same time, the space program’s development will be forever
tied to Oklahoma history. During this critical time of the United
States’ involvement in space exploration, two of the main decision
makers had strong Oklahoma connections.

The story of Oklahoma’s brief involvement in the space program
had begun in the early 1950s when two formidable political and sci-
entific minds joined forces. They were Robert Samuel Kerr, a native
Oklahoman and a Democrat, and James Edwin Webb, a North Car-
olinian, a lawyer, and a Washington policy maker. Kerr had been
elected to Congress as a senator from Oklahoma in early 1949. His
reputation as a force to be reckoned with gained him quick recogni-
tion and rapidly boosted him up the ladder of power in the Senate.
Webb had been appointed by President Harry Truman as director of
the Bureau of the Budget in the White House Executive Office in
the summer of 1946. Impressing the president with his skills, Webb
was appointed by Truman as undersecretary in the Department of
State in early 1949.1

Kerr and Webb began their government work separately, but at
about the same time. The Korean War brought the two men to-
gether. Webb worked with Kerr to solidify backing in the Senate for
the Truman administration’s policies regarding the war. Kerr’s ca-
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reer objectives consisted in moving toward the nation’s highest of-
fice. When it became understood that Truman would not run again
in 1952, Kerr tried to change his image from that of a man only in-
terested in regional policies to one with the qualifications of a na-
tional candidate. To do this, he needed Webb’s help. Derived from
his experience in the State Department, Webb had a fund of knowl-
edge about important issues, and Kerr wrote his speeches on for-
eign policy based on his discussions with Webb. In return, Webb se-
cured the support of this ever-more-powerful senator for policies
the State Department promoted. The two usually accomplished
their collaboration on Sundays over breakfast in the State Depart-
ment building.2

Kerr eventually lost the Democratic Party’s presidential nomina-
tion to Adlai E. Stevenson, who then lost the election to Dwight D.
Eisenhower. Throughout all of this, Kerr had realized how impor-
tant Webb was to him and how significant he could be to
Kerr-McGee Oil, Incorporated. In March 1952 Kerr told Webb, “Mr.
Webb, you’re the kind of man we could use in Oklahoma.” He of-
fered him the opportunity to “turn around” Republic Supply Com-
pany, a troubled enterprise that Kerr-McGee had just purchased
from Republic Steel. The added enticement was that Webb might be
able to make himself a millionaire in the process. Ten months later,
the day after Eisenhower’s inauguration, when the Republicans
moved into the Executive Office and the Democrats moved out,
Webb accepted Kerr’s offer. In February 1953 James Webb moved
his family into a house at 416 Northwest Nineteenth Street in
Oklahoma City.3

Webb’s strongest asset was his managerial ability. He had a
sound grasp of organizational concepts, and his ability to reshape
business structure was nothing short of magnificent. He immedi-
ately set out to shake up Republic Supply. Bringing in new profes-
sional managers and a chief financial officer, he initiated a new
budget system. Divisions within the company had to justify ex-
penses, and a merit-based personnel system was instituted. The
company quickly progressed from losing forty thousand dollars a
month to making a nice profit. A few years later Kerr-McGee sold
the company back to Republic Steel at a substantial gain.4

Webb had also been brought on board Kerr-McGee as assistant to
the president and a member of the board. Utilizing his skills as a
manager, he actually advised Dean McGee. Changes at Kerr-McGee
materialized the next year, in 1954, when Senator Kerr became
chair of the board and Dean McGee became president. Kerr had
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been the president and McGee the executive vice president. Since
McGee was actually running the company on a day-to-day basis,
the new titles made more sense. A more formal structure was cre-
ated for the management of the company. Assets rose from $38.6
million in 1953 to $67.5 million in 1955.5

Of course, an individual as driven as James Webb needed activi-
ties to occupy his mind. In 1955 several Oklahoma business leaders
began planning ways to celebrate Oklahoma’s semicentennial of
statehood in 1957. They were about to settle on a theme of “a ride
along the Chisholm Trail.” They believed that the national media
would come to the state to showcase the events and that Oklahoma
would derive great publicity.

During the planning process James Webb suggested that they
look to the future, rather than to the past, and he offered the
thought that the future was the new frontier of science. The men lis-
tened and became enthusiastic. In September 1955 they formed the
Frontiers of Science Foundation, Incorporated. James Webb was ap-
pointed the first president, with Oklahoma City oil man Dean
McGee as chair of the board and the publisher of the Daily Oklaho-
man, Edward K. Gaylord, as vice chair. In 1957 Dr. James G.
Harlow, an Oklahoma native, came home from a professorship at
the University of Chicago to serve as executive vice president.6

A nonprofit corporation, the Frontiers of Science Foundation of
Oklahoma incorporated on October 1, 1955. The stated purpose was
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to “promote a broad understanding, throughout the state, of science
and technology and the opportunities that will be ours through the
full utilization of science in our future development.” Management
consisted in forty-one elected trustees, with a board of forty-one
elected directors and an executive committee of thirty. Contribu-
tions varied from one hundred dollars to five thousand dollars. “Be-
lieving that a prosperous future of our State and Nation is depend-
ent upon the development, understanding and dissemination of sci-
entific knowledge in all of its phases,” the directors created stand-
ing committees to oversee Science Education, Research, Science In-
stallation, Information and Publication, and Technical Advisory.7

The by-laws of the Frontiers of Science called for the corporation to
dissolve on November 16, 2007, the centennial anniversary of
Oklahoma’s statehood.8

In the ensuing half century the group would plan and execute
major events and programs designed to promote science education
in the public schools and for the general public. For the year 1956
the group planned an “Atoms for Peace” exhibit. It would bring the
multimillion-dollar United States Technical Exhibit on the Peaceful
Uses of Atomic Energy to Oklahoma City. At the same time, they
successfully accomplished the adoption of the standardized Iowa
Tests of Educational Development for assessing the current level of
students’ scientific knowledge. The National Science Fair would
come to Oklahoma May 10 through 12. A new Questar-design tele-
scope was displayed there as well. A working committee explored
the augmentation of a high-speed electronic computer. The founda-
tion also paid for special math and science broadcasts via the
Oklahoma Educational Television Authority (OETA) in 1956 and
1957. Announced on February 16, 1956, the results of participating
in the Iowa Tests aroused much enthusiasm. Half of the high
schools and two-thirds of all high school students were taking part
in them.9 In addition, for the Oklahoma Semi-Centennial Exposi-
tion in 1957 at the state fair grounds, a Frontiers of Science build-
ing was constructed. It contained an exhibit area, a counseling cen-
ter staffed by college faculty, and a motion picture theater showing
current science and engineering films. On May 1, 1958, a Frontiers
of the Space Age Conference was held in the Municipal Auditorium
in Oklahoma City. The event drew thousands of Oklahoma’s finest
students. A Thor missile was the centerpiece on display, as well as
six guest speakers and numerous other exhibits.10

During the Webb years success was the hallmark of every Fron-
tiers of Science effort. The foundation members toured science
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facilities at Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) and
AT&T’s Bell Telephone Laboratories. Webb brought top scientists to
Oklahoma to speak to the high school students. The tangible divi-
dends for Oklahoma were illustrated in mid-1957 when Mervin
Kelly, president of Bell Labs and a man familiar with Frontiers of
Science, suggested that his company locate its new, multimillion
dollar Western Electric plant in Oklahoma City.11 The foundation’s
five-year statement characterized the efforts of the past half de-
cade: “Oklahoma is seeking her place on the new world-wide fron-
tiers of science, education and technological change.”12

President Dwight D. Eisenhower visited Oklahoma City in No-
vember 1957, shortly after the Soviet Union’s launch of Sputnik,
the world’s first space satellite. The free world was puzzled as to
what this technological achievement meant for the Soviet Union.
Eisenhower’s speech at the Municipal Auditorium was broadcast
nationwide on television and radio. He commended Oklahoma by
saying, “Right here in Oklahoma City you have established a su-
perb mechanism for the mobilization of needed resources to
strengthen our pursuit of scientific knowledge. It is the Frontiers of
Science Foundation. Today I had the great privilege of a few min-
utes visit with Dr. [James] Harlow and with about half a dozen of
his bright youngsters. I congratulate you on them, and on the insti-
tution. You have every reason to be proud of both and I hope other
States will follow your example.”13

By now, James Webb felt that he was a part of Oklahoma. In an
October 1957 speech in Oklahoma City at the National Editorial
Writers Annual Meeting he said, “We in Oklahoma are delighted to
welcome you here for a first-hand look at the great southwest. We
are newer than New England; Oklahoma celebrates its fiftieth
birthday as a state this year. . . .”14 Webb had finished his full-time
commitment to Kerr-McGee by 1958. He continued to work in
Oklahoma half the time, but he was now being sought as a national
advocate for science matters. One such company that called him to
lead was Educational Services, an MIT affiliate. He collaborated
with various educators, including Jerome Wiesner, with whom he
had worked in his State Department days and while a consultant to
Kerr-McGee. In 1953 Webb was writing to Wiesner, addressing him
as a friend, calling him Jerry. At that time the two discussed a job
for a physicist they knew at Kerr-McGee, as well as a trip they
would take together to St. Louis so that Webb could introduce
Wiesner to James Smith McDonnell of McDonnell Aircraft. The two
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men would discover the events of their lives to be interwoven in the
near future.15

Webb’s working days were full when he was in Oklahoma City.
His daily calendar for 1958 shows a February 28 meeting at John
Kirkpatrick’s office concerning the Planetarium. There is a March 3
meeting with “Bob Kerr here” at Republic Supply. A Friday, March
7, entry set a 6:30 p.m. date at the home of Stanley Draper, manag-
ing director of the Oklahoma City Chamber of Commerce. Sched-
uled for the next morning, Saturday, was a 9:30 a.m. meeting in
Dean McGee’s office. On July 18 he had lunch with federal Judge
Alfred P. Murrah, and on July 22 he met at 3:30 p.m. With Edward
K. Gaylord.16 However, by January 1960 Webb was spending more
time in Washington, D.C., than in Oklahoma. He and his wife soon
sold their Oklahoma City home and moved back to Washington.17

Meanwhile, Robert S. Kerr had been elected governor of
Oklahoma and, after his term of office ended, had joined Lyndon B.
Johnson and Hubert H. Humphrey as part of the new crop of
senators installed in Congress in 1948. Although Kerr was the ju-
nior senator from the state, he was not a typical newcomer to Wash-
ington. He was described as fearless, confident, merciless, and quite
capable of defending his views.18 Always asking the question,
“What’s in it for Oklahoma?” Kerr fought for his home state. His
very first speech in the Senate attacked the elder senator from
Oklahoma, Elmer Thomas, for giving in to the utilities interests
and abandoning the public interest. From this beginning, Kerr’s
friends and foes knew that no one was safe from his attacks if they
threatened his beloved Oklahoma.19

One of his first committee assignments was to a weakened Public
Works Committee, thought to be a thing of the past now that the
Great Depression was only a bad memory. However, Kerr turned a
negative into a positive by emphasizing the nation’s future needs in
water management. The committee did indeed become influential
in postwar flood control. Kerr’s power of granting or holding back
help from this committee gave him an influence over many sena-
tors.20 From the time of his election in 1948, Kerr talked continu-
ously about his pet project, the Arkansas River Navigation System.
He fought the Eisenhower administration throughout the 1950s as
the president used his veto power to kill the bills.21

Lyndon Johnson enjoyed strong support from Kerr in Senate
dealings. Kerr also advised him on personal investments, many of
which were profitable for Johnson. Kerr supported him for the Sen-
ate whip job in 1951, as minority leader in 1953, and then as major-
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ity leader in 1955.22 When the presidential race began in 1960, Kerr
supported the Texan for the nomination. “‘Oklahoma’s interests
would be better cared for,’” Kerr proclaimed, “‘if Johnson were Pres-
ident and not a fellow from back east.’”23

When Senator John F. Kennedy of Massachusetts won the Demo-
cratic nomination in the summer of 1960, Johnson was asked to run
as his vice-presidential candidate. Kerr was called to the Johnson
hotel suite to discuss the offer. House Speaker Sam Rayburn, also a
Texan, and Kerr tried to persuade Johnson to decline. Kerr dreaded
losing Johnson as a strong force and friend in the Senate—unless
his friend might achieve the presidency. As it became evident that
Johnson would accept the number two spot, Kerr and others gave
him their support.24

The campaign would be both tough and costly to Kerr. Many Bap-
tists in Oklahoma strongly opposed Kennedy because he was a
Catholic. Kerr threw all of his backing to the Kennedy-Johnson
ticket. At a party in August at the Skirvin Hotel in Oklahoma City,
Johnson and Rayburn joined Kerr and McGee to celebrate the pub-
lication of Kerr’s book, Land, Wood and Water. Afterward, they all
gathered at the Kerr-Mac Ranch, where Johnson predicted that
Kerr would play an even greater role in the Senate after the elec-
tion.25 In Oklahoma City at the Municipal Auditorium, a crowd
gathered to hear John Kennedy explain his priorities. “‘I will take
my television black and white. I want to be ahead of them [the Sovi-
ets] in rocket thrust,’” he proclaimed. Five days later he would be
elected president.26

On election day Richard Nixon carried Oklahoma with 59 per-
cent of the vote, and Kerr retained his Senate seat, but by the small-
est margin ever. The Catholic issue had taken a lot out of him and
had reduced his support in Oklahoma. Exhausted, he received a
phone call from the president-elect. Kennedy told him he knew that
the endorsement had cost Kerr dearly. “‘But I want you to know one
thing,’” Kennedy said, “‘I’ll never forget it.’” Kennedy’s respect for
Kerr held in store great things for Oklahoma.27

In mid-December the new Democratic power structure met in
Palm Beach, Florida. The group included Kennedy, Johnson,
Rayburn, and Senate majority leader Mike Mansfield of Montana.
Kerr arrived the day after Christmas to share in some of his new
power. Kennedy knew he would need a powerful force in the Senate
to carry his program through, and Kerr was that force. Newsweek
magazine called Kerr “the most powerful man” in the Senate, rating
him above Mansfield and assistant majority leader Everett Dirksen
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of Illinois. “[Kerr’s] sponsorship of a measure is practically a guar-
antee of passage,” they wrote, “his opposition, the kiss of death.”28

Lyndon Johnson took personal pride in the space program and
wanted to continue taking part in it. His colleague of so many years
in the Senate, Bob Kerr, would now work hand in hand with the
new vice president as chair of the Senate Aeronautical and Space
Sciences Committee. When he returned home to Oklahoma, Kerr
would proclaim, ‘“With my new committee chairmanship, I shall
make every effort to help Oklahoma get a full measure of both pri-
vate and public facilities in this field.’”29

Kerr told the Daily Oklahoman on January 19, 1961, that he ex-
pected Oklahoma to develop one of the most important industrial
structures in the space age. He noted that “Oklahoma has a head
start in the competition, immeasurable resources, ready to be
tapped, and a desirable location, far removed from the more vulnera-
ble coastal areas. . . . Present installations may be expanded and new
ones located in Oklahoma. The educational phase of the space pro-
gram can mean much to our great colleges and universities. Re-
search centers are a key to future development and progress. I am
going to do all I can to see that Oklahoma grasps her opportunities
in this exciting new program.”30

Johnson had led this committee while he was in the Senate.
Other senators more powerful than Kerr served on the committee
as well. However, only one who held seniority over Kerr did not
have a committee chair, and that was Clinton Anderson of New
Mexico. Kerr phoned Anderson from Palm Beach, informing him
that Kennedy and Johnson wanted Kerr to have the chair. Thus
Kerr achieved the position without opposition from Anderson or
anyone else.31

This new realm of space exploration would be an integral part of
the Kennedy administration. Kennedy’s campaign advisor on scien-
tific matters was Jerome Wiesner. Kennedy tapped Wiesner to head
a task force to study space policy. The day after Wiesner’s report
was given to Kennedy, he was named his special assistant for sci-
ence and technology.32

The space program was gaining momentum with this young, en-
ergetic leader. A week after his inauguration the new president
promised to name a NASA administrator within a week. It was up
to Johnson and Wiesner to find him. It would not be easy. The
search centered on three different opinions of the type of man that
was needed: One, a man with administrative experience in a scien-
tific or engineering area; two, a scientist with an academic back-
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ground; or three, someone with political skill and experience. Nu-
merous people were interviewed, and some turned the job down, ei-
ther because of the program’s uncertainty or because of Johnson’s
feared dominance.33 Kennedy had grown tired of the process and
warned Johnson and Wiesner that if they could not quickly come up
with someone, he would. Johnson turned to his old friend Bob Kerr
for advice. Kerr immediately touted James Webb for the job.
Wiesner had also been thinking of Webb because of their past asso-
ciation and Webb’s credentials.34

Webb was in Oklahoma City at a Friday, January 27, 1961, Cham-
ber of Commerce luncheon honoring Senator Kerr when a note was
passed to him that Jerome Wiesner was on the phone. Wiesner asked
him to come to Washington on Monday to visit with the vice presi-
dent and the president about the leadership of NASA.35 In meeting
with Johnson, Webb told him he was not right for the job because he
had no background in the space sciences field. Johnson would not
accept the reasons. Webb told the vice president that he could not
take the job unless the president personally asked him. When Webb
met with Kennedy, the no-space-background argument was imme-
diately nullified. Kennedy told him, “‘There are great issues of na-
tional and international policy involved in this space program. I
want you because you have been involved in policy at the White
House level, State Department level.’”36

Webb’s respect for the office would not allow him to refuse the
president’s request, and he accepted the job. It was one of the quick-
est confirmations on record. Kerr held the hearing on Webb’s nomi-
nation in the Senate Space Committee on February 2, 1961, before
the nomination had even been formally sent to Congress. Webb an-
nounced his intentions to resign from affiliation or sell any interest
in companies related to the space program, including Kerr-McGee.
No questions were asked, the committee supported him, and unani-
mous Senate approval came on February 9. In a letter dated Febru-
ary 11, 1961, Webb submitted his resignation to Dean McGee.37

Webb was sworn in as NASA administrator on February 14 and be-
gan work that day.38

When Kerr first introduced Webb to the Senate Space Committee,
he described him as “‘the greatest Oklahoman that North Carolina
ever produced,’” referring to Webb’s place of birth.39 In the biography
submitted to the committee, Webb listed all of his previous jobs,
board memberships, and organizational memberships, including
the Oklahoma Historical Society.40
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As for the Senate Space Committee, Kerr began reshaping its
staff for his own chairmanship. He brought in Carter Bradley as
chief clerk. Bradley, manager of United Press International (UPI) in
Oklahoma City, was well known to Kerr. “Bob Kerr was looking for
somebody who could help him come up to speed in the space pro-
gram,” Bradley remembered. “He also wanted somebody who could
go out and translate into lay language what these scientists were
talking about. I had done this work with the Frontiers of Science
Foundation; [it was] an important milestone for Oklahoma.”41

In his press release about Bradley’s appointment Kerr stated,
“We are indeed fortunate to secure the services of this outstanding
Oklahoman. Like Webb, he will be alert to the opportunities for
Oklahoma to make her contribution and play a significant role in
the new frontier of the burgeoning space age.”42 Bradley’s first en-
counter with Kerr had greatly impressed the senator. Kerr was run-
ning for the Senate, and Bradley was chief of UPI. After running a
poll of the forty-four newspapers statewide that were under his um-
brella, Bradley’s results showed Kerr behind Roy Turner in the
1948 senate race. “He called me up and was just really unhappy,”
Bradley explained. Bradley took the opportunity to put the situa-
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tion into perspective for Kerr: “You ought to look on this as a real
means of getting your people charged up and go out there and win
it.” Kerr thought that was a good idea, and they developed a friend-
ship. “I think he thought that advice had served him well. He got
elected to the U.S. Senate,” said Bradley.43

Senate Space Committee Chief Clerk Bradley would act as a liai-
son between NASA and the committee. “I was hired in January or
February and reported in March,” Bradley explained. “Kennedy had
been president for less than two months. The weekend that I got to
Washington, one of the first things Bob Kerr did was call down to
Kenny O’Donnell at the White House and took me down there and
introduced me to the president and said, ‘Now, here’s my man.’”44

Bradley would also help Kerr’s press assistant, Melvina
Stephenson, to keep everyone in Oklahoma informed about space
matters.45 And again, with those Oklahoma connections, Bradley
had worked frequently with James Webb in the Frontiers of Science
Foundation in Oklahoma City.

Meanwhile, Jerome Wiesner had given President Kennedy his
report. It criticized NASA expenditures and said that manned flight
costs were not justified. Alarmed that he and Oklahoma might lose
this great future boon of space dollars, Kerr launched an inquiry
into the United States’ space achievements, ordering that they be
compared to those of the Soviet Union. He was going to play up the
national security fear.

Just two months after James Webb was sworn in as administra-
tor, Soviet cosmonaut Yuri Gagarin flew a single orbit, becoming the
first man in space. Kerr’s decision to emphasize the national secu-
rity factor worked. Alan Shepard flew a fifteen-minute flight for the
United States on May 5. The flight went into space, but not into or-
bit. President Kennedy now clearly saw the need to give the space
program a boost.

James Webb had been questioned by Vice President Johnson just
three weeks before as to whether the United States should go to the
Moon. Webb felt that the lunar landing was the “‘first project we
could assure the president that we could do and do ahead of the
Russians.’” Webb further told him that “‘there’s got to be political
support over a long period of time, like ten years.’”46 Johnson then
told Kerr what Webb had related to him. Kerr said, “‘If Jim Webb
says we can land a man on the Moon and bring him safely home,
then it can be done.’”47

Carter Bradley remembered the big “power meeting” before ap-
proaching the president: “We go down there to the Executive Office
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Building, up there in this old ornate office where Lyndon had the
Space Council quarters.” Presentations were made whether or not
to send a man to the Moon. “Lyndon wanted to convince the presi-
dent that we had the know-how that he could go ahead and make
this dramatic announcement that our goal would be to send a
manned expedition to the Moon and return in this decade,” said
Bradley. Johnson told the group, ‘“The president’s not going to do
this unless you think that the Congress is ready to go along and not
raise a lot of stink about this business of the missile gap. We don’t
want to get into that anymore. We’re either going to the Moon or we
aren’t. If we’re going to do it, it’s going to be a great national goal.’”
Bradley remembered Kerr turning to Styles Bridges, ranking mi-
nority leader in the Senate Space Committee, to ask what he
thought. Styles answered, ‘“Well, Bob, I think we ought to do it. It’s
going to be very costly, isn’t it?’” To which Kerr replied, ‘“Yes, it is.
But if we don’t do it, the Russians will.’”48

Kennedy’s trust in Webb’s judgment had been strengthened dur-
ing the Shepard flight. Recently burned by the media coverage of
the Bay of Pigs fiasco, the president wanted to keep the media away
from Shepard’s launch, in case it failed. However, Webb insisted
that the openness of the space program would help the nation and
the program. He also assured Kennedy that the flight would suc-
ceed. With live coverage and the flight’s success, NASA, the United
States, and President Kennedy all received a boost.49

Meanwhile, Kerr was invited to a May 3 meeting with the presi-
dent, vice president, Webb, other NASA officials, and Styles
Bridges. All believed that the support of Kerr and Bridges for an ac-
celerated Moon landing program was enough to ensure Senate ap-
proval.50 Webb and Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara issued
a joint report to the president on May 8. Titled “Recommendations
for our National Space Program: Changes, Policies, Goals,” it out-
lined a cooperative effort between NASA and the Department of De-
fense and recommended a manned mission to the Moon for prestige.
At this point in time in world politics, getting ahead of the Soviet
Union was reason enough, even if the mission could not be justified
on scientific or military grounds.51

By May 10 the president had made up his mind. The day before,
Kerr had leaked the report to the New York Times. A front-page
story was titled “600 Million More Planned to Spur Space Pro-
grams: Kerr Sees ‘Green Light’.” Kerr was quoted in the article as
saying, “I think this flight [Alan Shepard’s] has given the President
and the Congress the green light to go into much higher gear on the
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space program.” Kerr predicted that Kennedy would ask for a 25
percent increase.52

Kerr saw ‘“this program as one which will enable Americans to
meet their destiny.’”53 He had Oklahoma in mind the entire time of
these discussions. He envisioned plants operating all along his
planned waterway from Tulsa to the Arkansas border, supplying
components for the space program. Space contractors would use the
river to float their rockets and other hardware to Cape Canaveral or
wherever it was needed.54 He wasted no time in getting things mov-
ing in Oklahoma’s direction. He and others planned a two-day
workshop to be held in Tulsa on May 26 and 27, 1961. The “First
National Conference on the Peaceful Uses of Space” would include
everyone “who was anyone” connected with the space program.55

Webb and Harold Stuart, a Tulsa attorney and former assistant
secretary of the U.S. Air Force, assumed responsibility for planning
the event. Webb issued an internal memo on March 22, 1961, telling
of his agreement with Stuart and his associates to put on a one-day
demonstration on May 26 in Tulsa similar to the Senate Space
Committee presentation. The working title was “First National
Space Planning Conference.”56

The next day Webb sent a four-page letter to Stuart recommend-
ing the format of the program. A two-day session was offered with
NASA presentations on May 26 and space industry session the next
day. Senator Kerr would speak at the luncheon on the topic “Oppor-
tunities for Oklahoma and Oklahomans to Participate in or Con-
tribute to the National Space Effort.” The speech would be followed
by an industry panel discussion to help identify areas of Oklahoma’s
possible interest and participation. Webb asked Stuart to “select
some of the most knowledgeable people from our universities and
industry in Oklahoma to help answer these questions.” Webb, still
feeling very much a part of the Sooner State, used the term “our” in
this exchange. Kerr’s influence in these plans was evident, espe-
cially in Webb’s statement about his own speech: “The plan is for me
to make the dinner speech as Administrator, but of course I have no
particular personal pride in this and am only following out a recom-
mendation made by Senator Kerr in undertaking this speech.”57

As for the industry participants, Webb listed L. A. Hyland of
Hughes Aircraft, James A. Dempsey of Convair Astronautics, Dr. W.
R. Lovelace of the Lovelace Clinic, James McDonnell of McDonnell
Aircraft or his vice president, Kendall Perkins, Dr. Lloyd Berkner of
the National Academy of Sciences, and Dr. Marvin Kelly of Bell
Telephone Laboratories. Webb wrote of Kelly that he “can be very
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important in the future of Oklahoma. He got together the Frontiers
of Science Foundation Program which we put on in the Auditorium
in Oklahoma City that attracted so much attention with the inter-
national and national scientists.” Webb went on to suggest that
Stuart involve the Frontiers of Science Foundation and its current
president, Dr. James Harlow.58

Webb’s loyalties were evident as he suggested Dean McGee and
Robert S. Kerr, Jr., for inclusion on committees that might be set up.
Of course, his concern for the care of Senator Kerr was noted:
“There is just one other idea that I think you will want to think about
carefully. This is the introduction of Senator Kerr. He is occupying a
tremendously important place here in the nation’s capital. . . . Some-
one should give great care to the introduction that would be most ap-
propriate for this occasion, and I am wondering if Carter Bradley . . .
might not be drafted to prepare this.”59

Time was short to pull such a huge event together. A brochure
sent out to advertise the conference, now retitled “The First Na-
tional Conference on Peaceful Uses of Space,” announced that “time
is short.” Registration was twenty-five dollars, and a banquet reser-
vation would cost ten dollars. Headquarters was the Mayo Hotel,
with the banquet to be held there also. The conference sessions and
exhibits were at the Education Building of the Tulsa State Fair-
grounds. Sponsors were NASA and the Tulsa Chamber of Com-
merce.60 A NASA Convair plane flew several participants from Vir-
ginia to the conference: Senator Kerr, Carter Bradley, Donald
McBride, and Melvina Stevenson, all of Kerr’s office. Also on board
were NASA personnel, including Franklyn Phillips, Dr. Abe
Silverstein, Dr. Robert Jastrow, and Robert Gilruth.61

The flurry of newspaper activity in the state picked up as the
conference drew near. The Tulsa World carried a front-page story on
May 25 that Webb would miss the opening events: “He has decided
to remain in Washington Thursday because President Kennedy will
make a major address before members of Congress involving space
and defense programs.”62 That major address, of course, was the
challenge to go to the Moon. On May 25 the president appeared be-
fore Congress and gave the now-famous “space challenge” speech:
“Now it is time to take longer strides. Time for a great new Ameri-
can enterprise. Time for this nation to take a clearly leading role in
space achievement, which in many ways may hold the key to our fu-
ture on Earth. I believe that this nation should commit itself to
achieving the goal before this decade is out of landing a man on the
Moon and returning him safely to Earth. No single space project in
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this period will be more important for mankind nor more important
for the long range exploration of space. And none will be more diffi-
cult or expensive to accomplish.”63

That same issue of the Tulsa World had a special supplement
dedicated to the conference. Stories featured scientist Werner von
Braun, Webb, and Donald Douglas. Yet right in the middle was a
story about the Arkansas River Navigation system. It had no con-
nection to the space program, except that it was Kerr’s pet project, a
fact that was not mentioned. The article did, however, have a com-
pletion date that was the same as the Moon program’s—the end of
the decade.64

President Kennedy opened the conference via telephone over
loudspeakers. “I appreciate this opportunity,” he said, “at the invita-
tion of Senator Kerr, who is chairman of the space committee of the
Senate, to open the First National Conference on Peaceful Uses of
Space, and I regret very much that I am unable to participate per-
sonally in this conference and in the discussions in which you will
be engaged. . . . I am delighted that the people of Tulsa have taken
the initiative in the heart of our country in making this important
meeting possible, and that the response has been so widespread. It
indicates the forward spirit of this city, and this state, and our coun-
try. And I hope this conference will establish a precedent as the peo-
ple of America move forward into space.”65 The front-page photo on
May 26 included Kerr and von Braun in the exhibit hall. The article
linked President Kennedy’s “space challenge” speech of Thursday to
the events of the conference in Tulsa.66 The Daily Oklahoman car-
ried its own photo of Kerr and Harold Stuart.67

Kerr announced his support for the president’s Moon program by
saying, “I believe the people and Congress will respond favorably to
this challenge from the President. I believe the response will come
from factory and mill, from hill and dale, from farm and ranch as
180 million Americans mobilize their resources and unite their ef-
forts to guarantee our own survival in this modern world. . . .” He
added that Oklahoma had twenty-nine plants that were manufac-
turing electronic equipment and that the Commerce Department
estimated that the industry would increase five times its output in
Oklahoma by 1970.68 He actually lost his voice after ten minutes.

Carter Bradley remembered the sore throat episode well. While
Kerr was rapidly becoming more and more hoarse, Bradley was out-
side, working with a Tulsa Tribune reporter. When Kerr finished, he
came looking for Bradley. ‘“Bradley, where in the hell were you?’” he
complained in a raspy voice. Bradley explained where he had been,
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and Kerr told him, “‘I was going to have you read this dern speech.
You wrote it,’” he said. Bradley apologized. Harold Stuart had filled
in, finishing Kerr’s speech.69

At the banquet at the Mayo Hotel’s Crystal Ball Room, Dr. James
Harlow served as Toastmaster, with Webb giving the principal ad-
dress for the evening. The menu offered appropriate dishes: Cosmic
Shrimp Cocktail, Aerospace Salad, Astrobiological Beans, Lunar
Potatoes, and Interstellar Delight Dessert á la NASA. Webb’s ap-
pearance at the Friday night banquet was a natural time to pro-
mote the president’s newly announced Moon program. Referring to
his tenure in Oklahoma, he announced, “Fresh from my intimate
experience with the ferment of the modern Oklahoma frontier, I
have had no difficulty in feeling at home on the space frontier–or in-
deed in President Kennedy’s ‘new frontier.’ It was only necessary to
change the habit of looking forward to the habit of looking out-
ward.”70

The conference drew broad attention that included national cov-
erage by NBC, ABC, and CBS, both on television and radio. The
names in attendance were stellar in their field in space-science ac-
tivities: Dr. Robert Jastrow, George M. Low, Milton Ames, and Al-
fred Mayo. Industries represented were Bell Telephone Labora-
tories, RCA, GTE, ITT, and government offices of the FCC, the State
Department, the U.S. Weather Bureau, and the U.S. Information
Agency, the latter represented by Edward R. Murrow. Never to be
duplicated, and paralleling the president’s Moon challenge, this in-
ternational spotlight on Tulsa had been arranged by Robert S. Kerr,
authorized by James Webb, and organized by Harold Stuart. It was
Oklahoma’s best opportunity to shine in space activities. Bids be-
gan pouring in to NASA to host the second conference the next year,
1962. Harold Stuart put in a request for Tulsa to have it again.71

Kerr and Kennedy continued a close working relationship. When
the president announced his trip to Poteau, Oklahoma, to stay over-
night at Kerr’s ranch and dedicate a new highway, it was in defer-
ence to the senator. It was so obvious, in fact, that Governor J.
Howard Edmondson, a supposed close ally of the president, was
caught by surprise. He had tried repeatedly and unsuccessfully to
get Kennedy to come to Oklahoma. When the White House staff told
Edmondson that it was a personal trip, he tried to reach the presi-
dent by phone. A frantic Edmondson flew to Hyannisport, Massa-
chusetts, and found Kennedy playing golf. As he rushed the presi-
dent, almost in hysterics, Kennedy smiled and told him, “‘Why,
Howard, I’m going to Oklahoma to kiss Bob Kerr’s a—.’”72
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In Kerr’s negotiations to push his river navigation project
through Congress, he was always trading. For monetary support
from Texas legislators, he once helped them secure the lucrative
NASA Manned Spacecraft Center in Houston.73 Webb supported its
location there as well, and for the same reason. He told Robert
Gilruth, then chief of the Space Task Group at Langley Air Force
Base, Virginia, and soon to be director at Houston, that “‘we’ve got
to get the money, or we can’t do this [space] program. And the first
thing, we got to move to Texas. Texas is a good place for you to oper-
ate. It’s in the center of the country. You’re on salt water. And it hap-
pens to be the home of [Rep. Albert Thomas] the man who is control-
ler of the money.’”74 Thomas chaired the House Appropriations sub-
committee responsible for NASA’s budget. When Webb was explain-
ing the lengthy technical reasons to Kennedy as to the selection of
Houston as the site for the Manned Spacecraft Center, Kennedy
looked up at Webb and asked, “‘How is Albert Thomas feeling these
days?’”75

It also helped immensely that Lyndon Johnson was a Texan. This
Texas-Oklahoma power connection was perhaps best expressed by
Walter A. McDougall in his book titled . . . the Heavens and the Earth:
A Political History of the Space Age, when he wrote that “Lyndon
Johnson, Speaker Sam Rayburn, Congressman Albert Thomas, and
Olin Teague of key committees—Texans all; Bob Kerr, [and] James
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Webb—both Oklahomans. Clichéd though it be, the immense table-
lands on either side of the Red River do nurture big thinkers and
doers.”76

Kerr’s last press release, issued on December 19, 1962, an-
nounced that the University of Oklahoma and Oklahoma State
University would receive money from NASA to sponsor ten gradu-
ate students in space-oriented study programs.77 Senator Robert S.
Kerr died of a heart attack at the age of sixty-six on New Year’s Day,
1963. Not only did his death change Kennedy’s plans, from the
standpoint of losing Kerr’s strong leadership, but it changed the
Senate’s structure. It also changed the course of Oklahoma’s future.
Kerr, who would bring great things to Oklahoma from the space
program, died at the height of his power. In less than a year John F.
Kennedy would be dead from an assassin’s bullet.

What would have been and could have been in store for Oklahoma
was now no longer possible. A symbiotic relationship of old friends

Lyndon Johnson as president and Robert S. Kerr as power mogul of
the Senate could have produced an enormous amount of infrastruc-
ture for Oklahoma. But that was not to be.

After succeeding to office on November 22, 1963, President John-
son did retain James Webb as head of NASA. Webb set in place one
of the most unique and successful structures of management ever.
His skills in this area brought public and private sector together
like never before or since. It ended in the completion of President
Kennedy’s challenge to land on the Moon by the end of the decade.
On July 20, 1969, Apollo 11 accomplished that mission.
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Webb was no longer in office by July 1969. Johnson had deter-
mined not to run for reelection. The Democrats left office as the Re-
publicans came in. Richard Nixon came into power in January 1969
and basked in the limelight of the Moon landing. However, it was
James Webb who had made it possible for NASA and the United
States to achieve the seemingly impossible leap into space. As Fed-
eration of American Scientists Space Policy Director John E. Pike said,
“the reason we got to the Moon before (the Soviets) was that they had
no one to pull this all together. The critical difference was, we
outmanaged them.”78

Webb was brought back into the Kerr-McGee Corporation as a di-
rector of the board on February 14, 1969. He filled a vacancy caused
by the death of Lloyd Austin a month and a half earlier. Webb
served on various other boards during the rest of his life, including
a stint as a regent of the Smithsonian Institution.79 Long after the
Apollo program had ended and Kerr had died, Webb sent the follow-
ing note in a book he presented to Kerr’s old business partner, Dean
McGee. The letter reveals his true feeling about the senator:

To Dean McGee

With best wishes, and the hope that

some day the important support his colleague,

Senator Robert Kerr, gave NASA in its formative

stages will be better presented by the

historians.

James E. Webb80

James Webb died of a heart attack at age eighty-five on March
27, 1992. When he was buried at Arlington National Cemetery,
President George H. W. Bush said of him, ‘“He will always be re-
membered as the man who guided the newly created space agency
to its extraordinary success in the 1960s, culminating in the his-
toric walk on the Moon by an American astronaut. . . . The American
people will always be grateful for his lasting contribution to our na-
tion and, indeed, to the entire world.’”81

Webb provided the leadership and management necessary to get
to the Moon. The American Association for the Advancement of Sci-
ence summarized James Webb’s significance in this way: “When all
is said and done, Webb is likely to look like one of the luckier figures
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of the star-crossed Kennedy and Johnson administrations, who
managed to reach his new frontier.”82
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NOTES AND DOCUMENTS

Oklahoma Historians Hall of Fame

Joe C. Jackson, Denzil D. Garrison,
Alice Tyner Timmons, and
Robert F. Read, Sr.

By Linda D. Wilson

Since 1993 the Oklahoma Historical Society has annually honored
up to four individuals, both professional and amateur, in its
Oklahoma Historians Hall of Fame. Recipients are selected on the
basis of their contributions to the preservation, collection, interpre-
tation, and dissemination of Oklahoma history. This criteria was
first published in The Chronicles of Oklahoma, 72 (Summer, 1994).

Early honorees included Grant Foreman, Joseph B. Thoburn,
Muriel H. Wright, Edward Everett Dale, and Angie Debo. In addi-
tion to historians, the award has been bestowed on artist Charles
Banks Wilson, Cherokee genealogist Emmet Starr, author John Jo-
seph Mathews, and Apache and educator Mildred Imach Cleghorn.
The inductees are honored at the Awards Banquet held during the
Oklahoma Historical Society’s Annual Meeting in April each year.
In April 2006 Joe C. Jackson, Denzil D. Garrison, Alice Tyner
Timmons, and Robert “Bob” F. Read, Sr., were inducted into the
Oklahoma Historians Hall of Fame. (The accompanying photos
were produced by Fred Marvel).

Joseph “Joe” C. Jackson, educator, received his Ph.D. from the
University of Oklahoma in 1950. As an historian he has focused on
education in Oklahoma, beginning with his dissertation entitled
“The History of Education in Eastern Oklahoma from 1907 to 1915.”
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Between 1951 and 1968 he published four articles in The Chroni-
cles of Oklahoma.

Born on April 24, 1911, near present Gene Autry, Oklahoma,
Jackson was the eldest of seven children of tenant farmer Walter
West Jackson and his wife, Bessie Florence
Crider Jackson. Joe Jackson attended rural
schools near Buckhorn and graduated from
Sulphur High School in May 1930. Despite
the Great Depression, Jackson garnered
enough money to attend Park College in Park-
ville, Missouri. In 1931 he transferred to the
University of Oklahoma, where he received
the bachelor's degree in 1934 and the master’s
degree and the doctorate in education in 1940
and 1950, respectively.

While working on his master’s degree, he
taught at the Sulphur and Bristow high schools. In Bristow he also
served as assistant principal of the high school, principal of the ju-
nior high school, and dean of the Bristow community junior college.
In 1948 he accepted a position at Central State College (now the
University of Central Oklahoma, UCO), where he taught history,
political science, and debate. From 1951 to 1976 Jackson was presi-
dent of academic affairs at Central State College. On July 1, 1976,
he retired from full-time teaching but continued to teach part time
until 1996.

Jackson has served in various civic, historical, and educational
groups and societies. For many years he has served as an official
evaluator for the Oklahoma State Regents for Higher Education. In
1996 Jackson was inducted into the Oklahoma Higher Education
Hall of Fame. In April 2002 the UCO graduate college was renamed
the Joe C. Jackson College of Graduate Studies and Research. For
his many contributions to Oklahoma education, the Oklahoma His-
torical Society names Joe C. Jackson to the Oklahoma Historians
Hall of Fame.

Dissertation
“The History of Education in Eastern Oklahoma from 1898 to 1915.” University of

Oklahoma, 1950.

Books
Memories and History of the Jackson and Crider Families: Or, the Beckoning Hand.

7 vols. Edmond, Okla.: Joe C. Jackson, 1988.
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Articles in Journals
“Survey of Education in Eastern Oklahoma, 1907–1915,” The Chronicles of Oklahoma

29 (Summer 1951): 200–27.
“Schools Among the Minor Tribes in Indian Territory,” The Chronicles of Oklahoma

32 (Spring 1954): 58–69.
“Summer Normals in Indian Territory After 1898,” The Chronicles of Oklahoma 37

(Fall 1959): 307–29.
“Church School Education in the Creek Nation, 1898–1907,” The Chronicles of

Oklahoma 46 (Fall 1968): 312–30.

Denzil D. Garrison wrote the book Remembrances of a Redleg:
The Story of a Korean War Artilleryman of the 45th Thunderbird Di-
vision, published by the Oklahoma Heritage
Association in 2003. An attorney, Garrison
was born on November 20, 1926, in Norman,
Oklahoma. Following graduation from Nor-
man High School in 1944, he joined the U.S.
Army. Commissioned as a second lieutenant,
he served in the field artillery in Europe. In
1950 he was recalled to serve in Korea. As a
first lieutenant he commanded Company B,
171st Field Artillery Battalion, 45th Infantry
Division. Retiring after twenty years of ser-
vice, Garrison holds the rank of major. He re-
ceived the bachelor and doctor of law degrees from the University of
Oklahoma in 1953 and 1970, respectively.

Garrison served as a state representative from 1957 to 1959 and
as a state senator from 1961 to 1972. Since 1953 he has had a gen-
eral law practice in Bartlesville. He has been a member of the
Oklahoma Bar Association, the American Bar Association, and the
American Judicature Society and has been president of the Wash-
ington County, Oklahoma, Bar Association. In addition to member-
ship in civic and fraternal organizations, Garrison has served on
the Oklahoma Historical Society Board of Directors since 1970.

He served as president of the board from 1984 to 1987 and from
2002 to 2005. His most recent presidential term occurred during the
planning and construction phases of the new Oklahoma History
Center. For his tireless service and leadership on the board and for
his publications focusing on the Korean War, Denzil D. Garrison has
been named to the Oklahoma Historians Hall of Fame.

Books
Remembrances of a Redleg: The Story of a Korean War Artilleryman of the 45th Thun-

derbird Division. Oklahoma City: Oklahoma Heritage Association, 2003.
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Honor Restored. Scheduled for publication in June 2006 by Tate Publishing Com-
pany, Mustang, Oklahoma.

Articles in Journals
“Reminiscences of a Redleg: An Oklahoma Artilleryman in the Korean War,” The

Chronicles of Oklahoma 79 (Winter 2001–02): 388–407.

Alice Tyner Timmons, Cherokee, and her brother James W.
Tyner coauthored twelve volumes of Our People and Where They
Rest, a compilation of maps and descriptions of abandoned cemeter-
ies of the old Cherokee Nation. Alice Timmons, born in 1914 near
Vinita, Oklahoma, is the great-great-great-granddaughter of
Quatie Snaketail, who walked the Trail of
Tears at age sixty-eight from Hiwassee River,
Tennessee. Alice Timmons provided inspira-
tion and invaluable service to the Cherokee
National Historical Society in researching its
Tsa-La-Gi Ancient Village. In 1999 she was
one of the first recipients of the Cherokee
Honor Society Award.

Timmons attended school at Pawhuska,
the Chilocco Indian School, Northeastern
State College in Tahlequah, and the Univer-
sity of Oklahoma (OU) in Norman. In 1937
she married Boyce Timmons of Pawhuska, and they had four chil-
dren. She worked at OU for twenty years, eighteen of those in the
Western History Collections. For her service at the university she
received the George Lynn Cross Merit Award from the America As-
sociation of State and Local Historians as well as the Distinguished
Service Award from the Oklahoma Heritage Association.

Timmons has been an active member of numerous Native Ameri-
can history societies, including the Cherokee National Historical
Society and the National Congress of American Indians. For her
contributions to American Indian culture, she was named to the
Oklahoma Historians Hall of Fame.

Books
Our People and Where They Rest. 12 Vols.

Vol. 1-8. Norman, Okla.: American Indian Institute, University of Oklahoma,
1969–1973.

Vol. 9. Muskogee, Okla.: Chi-ga-u, Inc., 1976.
Vol. 10-12. Norman, Okla.: Chi-ga-u, Inc., 1978–1985.
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Robert “Bob” F. Read, Sr., railroad enthusiast and educator,
was born on July 22, 1920, in Cushing, Oklahoma. He and his son,
Robert Read, Jr., devoted decades to studying and collecting memo-
rabilia relating to trains and railroads. In
1970 they opened the Cimarron Valley Rail-
road Museum in Cushing, where they house
their collections. The museum is the Santa Fe
depot from Yale, Oklahoma, which was pur-
chased and moved to Cushing. Read, Sr.’s, fa-
ther had worked as an agent at that depot in
the 1930s. Bob Read, Sr.’s, knowledge of rail-
roading was valuable to the Oklahoma His-
tory Center curators when they developed the
transportation exhibit for the new museum
that opened in November 2005.

Read graduated from Cushing High School in 1937. He received
the bachelor’s degree in 1942 from East Central University in Ada
and the master’s degree in 1952 from Oklahoma State University in
Stillwater. He served in the U.S Army for three and one-half years
during World War II. In 1942 he married Mazie Cox, and they had
one son. In 1946 Read, Sr., taught and was principal at the school in
Schlegel, Oklahoma. He later worked at the Hillside school. During
the last decade of his career he was an administrator in the Cush-
ing school system.

Through the years Read, Sr., has served in, founded, and/or be-
longed to more than a dozen railroad organizations. He has been in-
volved in civic and fraternal organizations, the Boy Scouts of Amer-
ica, and historical societies. However, he is best known as an enthu-
siast and historian of trains and railroad companies. For his educa-
tional career as well as his extensive railroad knowledge, he was
named to the Oklahoma Historians Hall of Fame.
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BOOK REVIEWS

ELIAS CORNELIUS BOUDINOT: A LIFE ON THE CHEROKEE
BORDER. By James W. Parins (Lincoln: University of Nebraska
Press, 2006. Pp. 252. Illustrations. Notes. Bibliography. Index.
$60.00 cloth).

Elias Cornelius Boudinot was a Cherokee riddle wrapped in a
mixed-heritage mystery inside an American enigma, an Indian who
thought like anything but—for his era. The key to understanding
him, to further expand Churchill’s quip about Russia, is his
self-interest, which perfectly fit his concept of Cherokee national in-
terest. He sought to dismantle Cherokee government, to promote
white settlement, to foster Oklahoma statehood, and he even worked
with notorious boomer David L. Payne. Yet Boudinot was as Chero-
kee as the chief. James Parins picks all of Boudinot’s locks, reveal-
ing the egoism of a man once removed from family greatness, the
ambitions of one desperate to rejoin the upper classes, and the mag-
netism, positive and negative, of a Cherokee frontier intellectual
boldly fording the future, hold backs be damned.

Parins keeps Boudinot’s story to ten tidy chapters, a feat consider-
ing Boudinot’s voluminous writings as journalist, lawyer, politician,
and boomer. “Background and Boyhood” places young Boudinot at
the margins of the bloody “Treaty Party” dispute. When Boudinot
was a toddler, his father and cousin John Ridge favored removal
from Georgia and were assassinated in 1839. The slayings forever
placed Boudinot at a contradictory fissure in Cherokee society—the
split between mixed-heritage Cherokees, who accepted removal and
allied with the South in the Civil War, and the full bloods, who sided
with the Union but then fought territorialization.

“The Young Man in Arkansas,” “Confederate Soldier and Con-
gressional Delegate,” and “Peace Negotiator” place Boudinot at the
center of Cherokee affairs during the secession crisis. At that time,
his uncle, Stand Watie, was a Confederate officer and de facto Chero-
kee chief, and the Cherokees’ future appeared to have a Southern
hue. Parins’s work on Boudinot’s political and journalistic
maneuverings in Arkansas helps explain his high standing with the
Democratic Party and his status with the Confederacy, serving as a
battlefield colonel and delegate to Richmond. Parins’s research into
Boudinot’s role in the 1866 peace treaties at Fort Smith, Arkansas,
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where Union subterfuge humiliated the already divided and de-
feated tribes, helps explain why Boudinot forevermore abandoned
any trust in treaties. He knew that they were worthless even before
Congress admitted as much by discontinuing treaty making in
1871.

Boudinot as businessman is the subject of “The Tobacco Tycoon,”
“Railroad Man,” and “The Hotelier at Vinita.” His self-interest is
clear; he advocated dismantlement of Indian governments and white
settlement as public policy and on principles of personal ambition.
The tobacco factory he owned with Watie, the railroads he promoted
against tribal wishes, his hotel at Vinita—all were caught in the
knots that formed when tribal law, land use, and business practices
tangled with those of the United States. “The Washingtonian” and
“Missionary” explore Boudinot’s 1870s to 1880s work as journalist,
political force, and gadfly in Washington, D.C., where he unrelent-
ingly promoted territorialization, individual land allotment, and
open settlement of Indian lands. The final chapter, “Lawyer, Rancher,
Businessman,” puts Boudinot in Paw Paw, a mostly intruder settle-
ment at the southeastern tip of the Cherokee Nation across the Ar-
kansas River from Fort Smith. Boudinot ranched, owned a ferry, and
practiced law in Fort Smith until his death in 1890.

Parins brings Boudinot full circle, painting him as a marginalized
young man, at the center of Southern Cherokee life in the secession
years, then as a visionary—although hated by most Indians for his
stances on sovereignty and settlement. While Cherokees resented
Boudinot long after his death, Parins documents that Boudinot en-
joyed respect among tribal leaders by his later years. His passing
was memorialized at a funeral, with graveside services that drew
one thousand in Fort Smith and with a ceremony in Judge Isaac C.
Parker’s federal courtroom, where Boudinot practiced law and once
defended Payne.

Parins’s book is sound. However, the narrative annoyingly changes
tense and is riddled with wrong words—errors that computer spell
checkers cannot catch and can perpetuate. The word “county,” for ex-
ample, is “country” in every instance. Parins is a well-established au-
thor, professor, and associate director of the Sequoyah Research Cen-
ter at the University of Arkansas at Little Rock. He deserved better
copy editing.

Richard Mize
The Oklahoman

Oklahoma City, Oklahoma
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NO PLACE TO CALL HOME: THE 1807–1857 LIFE WRITINGS
OF CAROLINE BARNES CROSBY, CHRONICLER OF OUTLY-
ING MORMON COMMUNITIES. Edited by Edward Leo Lyman,
Susan Ward Payne, and S. George Ellsworth (Logan: Utah State
University Press, 2005. Pp. viii–508. Notes. Bibliography. Index.
$29.95 cloth).

Almost immediately after establishing headquarters in the valley
of the Great Salt Lake in 1847, Brigham Young began sending mis-
sionaries westward from Utah to California and on into the Pacific
islands. These “missions” included responsibility both for prosely-
tizing and for establishing Mormon colonies which could serve as
way stations for a constant stream of converts arriving on the West
Coast and heading for Salt Lake City. Jonathan Crosby, a convert to
The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, was one of those
missionaries. Between 1850 and 1857, when Brigham Young called
the colonizers back to Utah, Crosby’s wife, Caroline Barnes Crosby,
kept an almost daily journal of their travels and experiences.

This volume reproduces Caroline’s journals as exactly as possi-
ble, even preserving occasional crossouts and corrections, and care-
fully retaining original punctuation and spelling. The result is an
exhilarating preservation and presentation of Caroline Barnes
Crosby’s own voice.

Caroline’s frank personal writings neither degrade nor white-
wash the Mormon experience. She mentions conversations with in-
dividuals who struggle personally with challenging doctrines (po-
lygamy of course being the most difficult). She talks about men and
women who partake unduly of spiritous beverages, about women
who suffer domestic abuse, and about men who suffer when their
women can no longer endure the hardships of the colonization expe-
rience. In her matter-of-fact, ladylike voice she also records
faith-promoting experiences and sacrifices by men and women for
their religion, the comfort she receives through prayer and service,
and the simple goodness of people, both Mormon and non-Mormon,
who band together to establish the United States in its westering
expansion. This is a book that gives voice, with immediacy, to the
real, non-storybook hardiness of the American woman.

In fact, what Caroline Barnes Crosby’s journals actually do is in-
vite the reader into the world of the nineteenth century. We know
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what she reads—scriptures, newspapers, lectures, and novels, in-
cluding Uncle Tom’s Cabin; what she studies—religion, politics, ge-
ology, geography, astrology, medicine, spiritualism, and phrenol-
ogy; what she teaches—religion, grammar; and what she wears,
buys, cooks, and eats. Caroline and her neighbors enjoy constant so-
cialization, with formal calls and careful reciprocal visits, and they
attend each other at sickness, childbirth, and death. They prepare
feasts and dances and weddings and lay out the dead for funerals.
They provide their own music and listen avidly to lectures. They
make quilts and clothes and plant trees and make preserves. They
shop and trade and search for bargains and delight in new pur-
chases. Caroline dabbles in spiritualism (table tipping) and finds it
great entertainment. She pores over newspapers from New York,
Salt Lake City, and London, as well as local ones. She reads about
and records simple details of local events, including a couple of
murders and a sensational divorce dispute in which she serves as a
witness. She studies “the water cure” and, after determining that it
has some value, experiments with it during her own sicknesses (it
involves cold-water baths and warm-water foot baths, among other
things). If we tend to think of most nineteenth-century pioneer
women as relatively isolated or homebound, this book will reveal
the fallacy of that assumption.

A genealogical chart, helpful in identifying many of the people
Caroline mentions, appears in the introductory materials. Perhaps
because of the length of the journal itself (some 490 pages) the book
seems somewhat short in endnote information, and the endnotes
themselves assume a foundational knowledge of Mormon history.
But the careful attention to preservation of Caroline’s voice as part
of her story makes the volume singularly important and a truly sig-
nificant source of undiluted information about women’s roles in
“Manifest Destiny.”

Sandra Ailey Petree
Northwestern Oklahoma State University

Alva, Oklahoma
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A REDISCOVERING OF CADDO HERITAGE: THE W. T. SCOTT
COLLECTION AT THE AMERICAN MUSEUM OF NATURAL
HISTORY AND OTHER CADDO COLLECTIONS FROM AR-
KANSAS AND LOUISIANA. By Bobby Gonzalez, Robert Cast,
Timothy K. Perttula, and Bo Nelson (Binger, Okla.: Caddo Nation
of Oklahoma, 2005. Pp. xv, 167. Illustrations. Photographs. Maps.
Notes. Bibliography. Appendices. $25.00 paper).

Since the passing of the Native American Graves Protection and
Repatriation Act of 1990 (NAGPRA), a below-the-radar war has of-
ten raged between museums that possess a variety of American In-
dian archaeological items and Indian nations that would like to
know exactly what the museums have that may belong to Indian
people. Museums fear the loss of prize artifacts and artwork, while
some Indian peoples demand the return of virtually everything In-
dian, whether they can prove it belonged to their people or not. Dis-
trust is usually the order of the day.

For the Caddo Indian nation near Binger, Oklahoma, whose an-
cestral lands were around the Red River area of the Ark-La-Tex, the
museum problem became immediate. The ancient Caddos were
great pottery and utensil makers with a tradition of burying their
dead with a variety of grave goods. This made their burials targets
of both pot hunters and academic archaeologists. By the turn of the
twenty-first century the Caddos, backed by NAGPRA, became much
more interested in what Caddo items museums possessed. The po-
tential for a fight between museums, archaeologists, and the Caddos
was there.

However, this book is a study in cooperation among all three. At
the center is the W. T. Scott Collection, housed at the American Mu-
seum of Natural History (AMNH) in New York City. In the 1890s
Scott owned land near Atlanta, in far northeastern Texas. In the
late nineteenth century he uncovered a trove of Caddo burials filled
with grave goods. In 1900 he sold his collection of beautiful clay bot-
tles, plates, spear points, and shell figurines to the AMNH for two
hundred dollars. The site was excavated in the 1930s by University
of Texas archaeologists. Unaware the Scott Collection existed, they
designated the burial site as the Clements Site and determined it to
be a Caddo cemetery dating from the late 1600s and early 1700s.

In 2001 Bobby Gonzalez and Robert Cast, members of the Caddo
Nation NAGPRA Committee, heard of the Scott Collection and
learned it had never been studied by archaeologists. Here were
Caddo artifacts that had never been officially designated as such.
The Caddos planned their study, and in 2003, with archaeologists
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Timothy Perttula and Bo Nelson in tow, they contacted the AMNH.
Rather than dig in their heels, the AMNH went out of its way to as-
sist Gonzalez and Cast. The Caddos were also fortunate in that
they had two very good, expert archaeologists. Perttula and Nelson
are true friends of the Caddos, and Perttula, author of The Caddo
Nation, has always worked closely with them on his excavations.

The book itself is a typical archaeological study. After all, who
but an archaeologist knows the difference between a Taylor En-
graved and a Keno Trailed bottle? But it is more than worth it to
read Bobby Gonzalez’s detailed description of Caddo funeral rites.
And the pictures of beautiful Caddo pottery and carvings are just
breathtaking. Gaze at these large, round jars with narrow necks,
amazingly decorated with whorls, lines, and colors, all shaped with-
out pottery wheels or molds, and you have to wonder how they did
that.

A string of blue glass beads indicated the Caddos were already
exchanging goods with Europeans when they buried their dead at
the Clements Site. The Spanish, French, and American traders of
the seventeenth, eighteenth, and nineteenth centuries would attest
to Caddo friendliness and cooperation. The Spanish in Texas knew
them as the Tejas, a corruption of the Caddo word for “friend.” This
cooperation between the Caddos, archaeologists, and museum
shows that the same Caddo spirit continues to this day.

David La Vere
University of North Carolina Wilmington

Wilmington, North Carolina

CHOCTAW WOMEN IN A CHAOTIC WORLD: THE CLASH OF
CULTURES IN THE COLONIAL SOUTHEAST. By Michelene
E. Pesantubbee (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press,
2005. Pp. xi, 208. Illustrations. Notes. Bibliography. Index. $39.95
cloth, $21.95 paper).

This study treats the French colonial era in the early 1700s as a wa-
tershed event that witnessed shifts in Choctaw gender roles and
eroded women’s influence. The transition was complex, and analy-
sis emphasizes multiple, interrelated explanations for it. Women’s
status, the author contends, was not so bad on the eve of contact.
This assertion is based on admittedly sparse documentation.
Pesantubbee relied on oral history, archaeology, and comparative
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cultural analogy. She suggests women most likely made important
contributions to society. Females were primary producers and han-
dlers of the corn plant. They probably traveled with diplomatic mis-
sions and raiding and hunting parties. Women also determined the
fate of captives. Some perhaps were esteemed as “Beloved Woman.”
Few documents imply such a title, but Pesantubbee explains how
many women carried out similar functions associated with its be-
stowal in nearby Indian nations. If no “beloved” title existed, vari-
ous means still were available to earn public recognition.

French colonization contested that status. Pesantubbee concedes
the extent of women’s earlier participation in politics is elusive.
Still, she argues lack of evidence does not negate a possibility it was
common. Whatever its magnitude before contact, woman’s role as
decision maker was slight thereafter. Escalating violence prompted
withdrawal from public space. External pressures, natural calami-
ties, and civil war undermined the ethic of restitution and altered
gift-giving practices, both areas of female influence. Captivity in-
creasingly became a basis for commercial exchange rather than a
means for women to restore balance to the world. The matrilineal
system wherein women determined family membership deterio-
rated. Catholic missionaries, moreover, sought to eradicate female
customs deemed licentious, barbarous, or sinful. Women’s economic
role also declined due to the commercial deerskin trade, diminished
corn production, and infiltration of French ideas on inheritance.
Finally, Pesantubbee estimates European introduction of new forms
of concubinage, slavery, disease, alcohol, and misogynistic attitudes
further eroded women’s status.

The author uses the Green Corn Ceremony to show how a mate-
rial cultural artifact, one closely identified with women’s power,
theoretically could disappear from historical memory. She states it
is uncertain if the ceremony was in decline or development at the
time of French contact and stresses that a combination of factors
led to its alleged demise. But Pesantubbee does postulate that the
Choctaw held such a ceremony and later replaced it with an annual
fair stripped of many features exalting women. Before then, she
speculates, the Green Corn Ceremony was central to spiritual life.
It celebrated sacred corn and women’s special role as guardians of
purity, fertility, and the life cycle. Evidence of official observance is
sketchy, but certain Choctaw songs and dances are similar to those
performed among other Southeastern peoples. If it existed, the cere-
mony rapidly vanished. Geographical setting and proximity to the
the Spanish and English was different from the Cherokee and Creek,
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and according to Pesantubbee, it therefore persisted in those na-
tions but disappeared among the Choctaw. War, crop failures, new
trade relations, creation of medal chiefs, and other factors probably
hastened a decline in women’s ceremonial status. Traditional sto-
ries, values, and perhaps the appellation of “Beloved Woman,” evi-
dently lost currency or disappeared altogether, along with the
Green Corn Ceremony itself.

The title was perhaps gone, but Pesantubbee claims respect for
the values the concept embodied was not entirely lost. Stunned and
confused in the midst of demographic disaster and social upheaval,
the Choctaw began their documented historical memory anew,
based on cultural survivals of the French era, including reduced
public space for women. Yet this study insists women still played
important if diminished social roles. They continued to be entrusted
with caring for the dead to ensure transit of the spirit to the after-
life. They dominated mourning rituals, too. But women otherwise
no longer sat so close to the sacred fire.

The author admits scant evidence shows Choctaw society recog-
nized “Beloved Women.” She instead looked for other clues that
means were available to earn status similar to “beloved” females in
other Indian nations. She also searched for indications that the
French arrival eroded those niches. Her findings, though, must be
qualified on several counts. First, she perhaps exaggerates cultural
cross-fertilization in the Southeast. Second, she may overstate the
impact of changes the French reputedly spawned. Whether tradi-
tional patterns were recent innovations or long-established prac-
tices is vital to proper understanding of the precise magnitude of
change attributable to the French. Pesantubbee notes the problem
but simply claims change, in either case, accelerated. At another
point, though, she claims Choctaw women sought to preserve the
same values they always had, suggesting more deeply entrenched
social conventions. As evidence of recent timing in a decline in sta-
tus, Pesantubbee relies heavily on Natchez sources that imply
Choctaw women withdrew from the public forum not long before.
Fair enough, but the data is thin. Indeed, lack of firsthand testi-
mony is a serious impediment for this study. The few existing docu-
ments are mostly French sources that the author decries for Euro-
centric male bias. It is proper to question their objectivity and reli-
ability; the stress on stratified language, though, is probably over-
done. Moreover, to allude to comparative categories begs for clarifi-
cation of subtleties in theory and practice on all sides. An obvious
problem is the concept of “beloved” itself and the elasticity of its
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meaning in both cultures. It can represent varying degrees of influ-
ence across a broad range of attitudes and behaviors. It sometimes
is difficult to discern when the term reflects empowerment or at-
tempts at co-option. In addition, the author concedes that perfor-
mance of certain tasks does not prove Choctaw women ever were la-
beled “Beloved Women.” Finally, if certain females did participate in
public activities, Pesantubbee admits we may never know whether
such practices were normative.

She also claims Choctaw women, even without formal recogni-
tion, still wielded direct and indirect influence. But, in their own
manner, so did women in other cultures. Power relations always in-
volve degrees of mutual accommodation; the question of substance
is the relative balance of power and operative force possible at a
given point in time and place that regulates control of “cultural
space.” Nor is formal legitimacy accorded political power a matter of
little consequence, even if power bases exist outside of it. It would
be helpful to compare changes across gender lines more explicitly.
The author is aware of the benefits of this approach but does not de-
velop it much. Intra-tribal comparisons might prove insightful, too.

This study employs innovative ways to theorize about women’s
history. Even its author, though, cautions the thesis offers only one
of many possible interpretations. It is difficult, moreover, to discern
whether her intent was to “re-imagine” or “reconstruct” the past;
she uses both terms. Reference to history as an exercise in “inspira-
tion” implies the former. If the goal was the latter, the study rests on
a somewhat rickety foundation. Much analysis relies on theoretical
or counterfactual arguments instead of a broad evidentiary base.
Missing data, no doubt, will continue to plague future investigators
of early Choctaw women. French colonization clearly altered the
landscape of Native American society to some degree and contrib-
uted to changes in gender relations. The interpretation is plausible,
but much of it is mere conjecture. Historians of an empirical bent
will be dissatisfied. But, as Pesantubbee laments, to depend solely
on eighteenth-century documents specific to Choctaw women basi-
cally relegates them “to the realm of the unknown” (or perpetuates
“misinformation about them”). At a minimum, then, she has suc-
cessfully contested the notion that revisionist studies of Choctaw
women in colonial times are not feasible.

Tom L. Franzmann
Stillwater, Oklahoma
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ALONG THE EDGE OF DAYLIGHT: PHOTOGRAPHIC TRAVELS
FROM NEBRASKA AND THE GREAT PLAINS. By Georg
Joutras (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2005. Pp. 144.
Photographs. $45.00 cloth).

Photographer Georg Joutras works and sells out of a studio in the
Haymarket District of Lincoln, Nebraska. His “photographic trav-
els” span the Great Plains from North Dakota to New Mexico. With-
out question, in more than twenty years’ work, Joutras has exposed
many memorable and sublime images. Whether there is a book in
them is open to debate.

Some photographers are better than others at writing about
their work. When Joutras says, in his introductory essay, “I want to
celebrate the magnificence of the earth” (p. 16), he establishes early
that his prose will be sadly conventional. His most serious disquisi-
tion about intent and point of view, in which he argues for working
“on the edge,” is little more satisfying: “I am drawn to awe-inspiring
scenes that show the interaction between the earth and the sky” (p.
16). Who is not?

The banality of some specific captions, too, is regrettable: “A
mainstay of Great Plains agriculture, wheat fields are a common
site on the central and northern plains” (p. 33). No kidding? In some
passages, such as loose statements about billions of prairie dogs or
a reference to a sunflower as a “bush,” the services of a fact checker
would have been valuable.

Finally, as to carping, too many of the images themselves are
iconographic to the point of caricature. Windmills on a glowing hori-
zon, sandhill cranes on a Platte River sandbar, a sagging barn, a
rusty truck, a lonely church—these belong on a calendar.

Joutras does several things wonderfully well, however. First, he
offers luminescent landscapes. His panoramic view of Pants Butte
and the Oglala National Grassland (in northwestern Nebraska), for
instance, is like a Bierstadt painting. The same can be said of “Sun-
rise at Toadstool Park,” taken in the same district.

Second, Joutras is an opportunist who captures images compel-
ling in pictographic fashion. Consider, for instance, his photograph
of sandhill cranes silhouetted in descent or “The Island of Misfit
Toys,” a lot of used farm implements dusted by snow. The first is
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sublime, the second humorous, but both are immediately appeal-
ing, without thought, as gourmet eye candy.

Most of all, this photographer has accumulated a breathtaking
collection of wildlife images. These come from many years on the
road, in the field, in the blind, under the sky. Joutras is a learned
and patient hunter who understands that if you spend enough time
with your boots on and your eyes open, you will get your shots. In
his view, prairie chickens and sharptails dance, coyotes mouse,
jackrabbits quake, and bison roll. Some individual images are
once-in-a-lifetime, except that Joutras has many of them. An in-
stant later, that long-billed curlew would have swallowed that
grasshopper, and it would not have been held on the bird’s bill like a
specimen on tongs! The series of kit foxes at play is rare and de-
lightful. Here the photographer finds in a familiar landscape scenes
few of us ever will be privileged to see. Whether or not the book
holds together, these moments are priceless and timeless.

Thomas D. Isern
North Dakota State University

Fargo, North Dakota

MORE DAMNING THAN SLAUGHTER: DESERTION IN THE
CONFEDERATE ARMY. By Mark A. Weitz (Lincoln: University
of Nebraska Press, 2005. Pp. xix, 346. Tables. Maps. Notes. Bibli-
ography. Index. $49.95 cloth).

For the armies of the Confederate States of America, desertion was
a serious offense, a critical problem. It was a major contributor to
the undoing of the Confederate effort, and it was insoluble given the
nature of the Confederacy. So says the author of this
well-researched and nicely written examination of desertion in the
Civil War South.

Desertion took many forms. Some deserted in combat. Some left
their units on leave of one sort or another and never went back.
Some crossed enemy lines; others found themselves in Union terri-
tory when their armies retreated. Some deserted several times.
Some felt the Confederacy deserted them.

That is really the key argument of this work: Desertion became a
problem because of structural flaws in the Confederate system. The
fatal weakness of the Confederacy was that it was based on local-
ism, not nationalism. The Confederacy was a collection of states
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that fought among themselves. In this respect, the author makes
clear, the Confederacy and the colonies fighting the British in the
American Revolution were similar. Further, the Confederate ar-
mies were made up of state levies, volunteer contingents that were
not particularly professional fighters. In that regard, they were
similar to the militias that were the bane of the Revolutionary mili-
tary leadership. Amateur volunteers lacked the commitment pos-
sessed by professional soldiers.

The Confederacy had no claim to the loyalty of any citizen, for cit-
izens belonged to the states, not the nation. The states contracted
with a central government to provide certain things that the state
alone could not—specifically a foreign policy and the economic and
military ability to fight for and win independence.

Established as a contractual arrangement, the Confederacy
failed when it proved unable to uphold the terms of the agreement.
The deal was that the soldiers would fight far away from their
homes and families, and in return the Confederacy and those civil-
ians who stayed behind would guarantee the welfare and safety of
those homes and families. The Confederate armies, government,
and civilians, especially in the West, failed to keep the bargain, so
many soldiers deserted to take care of what was theirs. Some de-
serters turned into guerrillas; others turned into bandits. Some de-
serted the army to join the local militia. The motives were mixed,
but the upshot was that the Confederate armies, already
outmanned by the larger Union, had difficulty maintaining an ade-
quate force in the field.

The book traces desertion from 1862 into 1865, finding that it
was a greater problem earlier than previous works, including the
records and memoirs of participants, have indicated. It is the first
attempt in decades to treat desertion in the entire South and the
entire war, and it does so masterfully, despite the lost records that
are the curse of any serious researcher.

Mark Weitz has provided an important study of a neglected topic.
His research is extensive and thorough, and his writing is clear. The
combination is a well done work of history that should appeal not
only to students of desertion but to anyone interested in learning
more about topics beyond the battles of the Civil War and the
Southern myth of the noble but lost cause.

John H. Barnhill
Houston, Texas
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WAR DANCE AT FORT MARION: PLAINS INDIAN WAR PRIS-
ONERS. By Brad D. Lookingbill (Norman: University of Oklahoma
Press, 2006. Pp. xiii, 290. Illustrations. Appendix. Notes. Bibliogra-
phy. Index. $29.95 cloth).

In 1875, following the outbreak of Indian hostilities on the South-
ern Plains known as the Buffalo War, the U.S. Army collected sev-
enty-two tribal leaders and warriors at Fort Sill and at the military
camp that would shortly become Fort Reno in Indian Territory and
sent them to St. Augustine, Florida. There they were incarcerated
at Fort Marion, otherwise known as the Castillo de San Marcos,
which Spain had established prior to 1700. There the tribesmen,
who had been selected discretionally from the Kiowa, Comanche,
Cheyenne, Arapaho, and Caddo, underwent an experimental pro-
cess of acculturation, education, and Christianization under the
auspices of Captain Richard Henry Pratt, a Tenth Cavalry officer
who had served at Camp Supply and Fort Sill.

Anyone who is interested in the Plains Indians or even slightly
curious about how a group of Indian warriors reacted to imprison-
ment and to attempts to refit them into the mold of white society
should read Brad D. Lookingbill’s War Dance at Fort Marion: Plains
Indian War Prisoners. This exceptionally well-researched and intel-
ligently presented book traces the course of the captives in their re-
moval from the freedom of the prairie to the subjugation of prison,
their postprison training, their return to Indian communities, and
their ultimate fates—both tragic and rewarding—in resuming their
lives amidst the conflicting surrounds of tribal tradition and white
culture.

At Fort Marion the prisoners sat in classrooms patiently learning
to read and to write. They recited Bible verses, wrote letters home,
practiced military drills, made and sold bows and arrows, con-
structed buildings, produced drawings that awakened the America
public to Indian art, painted and marketed sea beans and shells,
performed shows depicting Indian life and Plains warfare for tour-
ists, participated in ocean boating races, and made friends with
their teachers, townspeople, and many visitors, including Harriet
Beecher Stowe. With their long hair cut short, they wore the white
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man’s uniforms with coats, pants, and shoes. But, on the dark side,
some died early in the dank, unhealthy cells of ancient Fort Marion.

After their return home to Indian Territory, some of the “Florida
boys” became ministers, reservation employees, farmers/ranchers,
freighters, teachers, and tribal police. A number acquired white
men’s names. But the federal government did little to advance the
progress that Pratt and others had made in acculturating the for-
mer Plains warriors. There were those who, left adrift, cast off their
Fort Marion conversions and became victims of the degradation and
despair that reservation life wrought upon Indian people in general.

Yet, there was much about the Fort Marion experience that was
uplifting and inspiring. Lookingbill deftly tells the warriors’ story
and that of the determined Pratt straightforwardly with an honest
compassion that readers will appreciate.

Stan Hoig
Professor Emeritus, Journalism
University of Central Oklahoma

Edmond, Oklahoma
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FOR THE RECORD

Minutes of the OHS
Quarterly Board Meeting

January 25, 2006
President Logan called the regular meeting of the Board of Directors to order at

1:35 p.m., Wednesday, January 25, 2006, in the boardroom of the Oklahoma History
Center, 2401 North Laird Ave., Oklahoma City, Oklahoma.

Roll Call
Bob Blackburn called the roll. Members present: Alex Adwan, Jack Baker, Roger

Bromert, Bill Corbett, Thalia Eddleman, LeRoy Fischer, Deena Fisher, Denzil Garri-
son, Aulena Gibson, Jack Haley, James Kemm, Robert Klemme, Marvin Kroeker,
Dan Lawrence, Leonard Logan, John Mabrey, Shirley Nero, Bill Pennington, Ken
Rainbolt, Sally Soelle, Emmy Stidham, Barbara Thompson, and James Waldo. Mem-
bers excused: Thomas Brett and Carl Sadler. Staff present: Bob Blackburn, Robert
Thomas, Terry Howard, Kathy Dickson, Tim Zwink, Dan Provo, and Geneva Little.

Approval of Minutes (October 26, 2005)
Marvin Kroeker moved approval of the minutes as amended. Seconded by James

Kemm, approval was unanimous.

Presentation by OKC Community Foundation of Volunteer
Service Program Grant

Gayle Farley of the Oklahoma City Community Foundation made a presentation
of a Volunteer Service Program Grant ($5,000) to Leonard Logan, president of the
board.

Presentation of Volunteer of the Quarter Award
Dan Provo presented the volunteer of the quarter award to Michael Sheriff, who

serves as a tour guide in the Oklahoma Museum of History.

Treasurer’s Report/Review of Private Funds
by Investment Account

James Kemm presented the Treasurer’s Report. At the present time, the
Oklahoma Historical Society has $2.3 million in cash and private funds invested in
several different places. The interest rate at the Treasurer’s Office is 3.9 percent.
Revenues are up this quarter due to the increase in Gift Shop sales and to charging
admission.

Executive Director’s Report
Summary of actual expenses for FY-06: Bob Blackburn reviewed the sum-

mary of actual expenses to date, which total $7,165,713.00.
Consideration of changes to the long-range plan: Bob Blackburn reviewed

the long-range plan explaining that the strike-through represents a completed or
amended objective. The underline represents a new objective. The long-range plan
will be revised by the April meeting with new goals, one for technology support and
one evaluating the benefits of OHS membership to determine how fund-raising initia-
tives are overlapping with OHS membership due to two new factors, fund-raising and
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the History Center. Robert Klemme moved to table consideration of the long-range
plan until the April meeting. Seconded by several members, approval was unani-
mous.

Consideration of a marketing plan for the Oklahoma History Center and
the OHS: Bob Blackburn reviewed the proposed marketing plan and reported that
the History Center was generating a stream of revenue and recommended that
$250,000 of that revenue be allocated to select an advertising firm to professionally
market the History Center as well as all OHS educational programs, sites, and mu-
seums. Dan Provo made a PowerPoint presentation outlining the key points of the
marketing plan. Jack Haley moved to approve the marketing plan as set forth by Dr.
Blackburn. Seconded by Dan Lawrence, approval was unanimous.

Report on upcoming legislative session and OHS funding: Bob Blackburn
reviewed two documents, the Budget Request for FY-07 and the OHS Centennial
Projects. A copy of the OHS Centennial Projects list was sent to each senator and rep-
resentative on the list. The Governor’s staff agreed to add an additional $833,580.00 to
the Governor’s budget to complete the funding for the History Center. Hopefully, the
Agency will receive a supplemental early in the session.

Presentation of souvenir scrapbook of clippings about the History Cen-
ter: Bob Blackburn reported that clippings dating from 1996 to present were being
compiled into a scrapbook about the History Center. Each board member will receive
a copy when it is finished. Board members received a copy of a 30-minute program
that ran on OETA on Oklahoma Stateline of the grand opening ceremonies.

Status of move to the Oklahoma History Center
Robert Thomas reported that the building was accepted on November 1 as sub-

stantially complete with a punch list, which the contractor is working on. The move
of the State Museum and staff has been accomplished. The Outreach Division and
Publications moved on December 13. The Administration Division is scheduled to
move on February 9. The SHPO move has been delayed until March 21 because fur-
niture had to be reordered. The Research Division will move on March 1, 2, 9, and 10.
The Kilgen Organ should be operational sometime in the spring.

Dan Provo made a PowerPoint presentation of a series of images of the building,
the grand opening, and the galleries. Moving artifacts from the Wiley Post Building
will begin February 1 and should be completed by April 1.

Report on Fund-raising Activities
Tim Zwink reported that in addition to the 3,800 bricks already installed, orders

continue to come in. Thirty limestone pavers have been sponsored. Leaves can be re-
served on the Oklahoma Family Tree for a donation of $1,000 each, which can be
pledged over a two-year period. Proceeds will go into the Endowment Fund project.
The Oklahoma Genealogical Society will maintain a book of family history for each
leaf. More sponsors are needed for Red River Journey markers. Three memorial
benches have been reserved. The granite bench sponsored by the Daughters of the
American Revolution is complete and will be located near the fountain. The second
coin series will have an Indian theme, and the History Center will receive royalties
from the sale of this coin. Photographs have been selected for the 2007 edition of the
Oklahoma “Past Times” calendar. The Kirkpatrick Family Fund approved a grant
proposal for a $500,000 matching grant for the endowment program. OGE approved
a grant proposal for $100,000 for the 14 Flags Plaza. A gift pledge of $100,000 was re-
ceived from the David Walters family to sponsor the Red River Outdoor Plaza.
Marvin and Barbara Jirous donated $10,000 for museum exhibit support. The
Merrick Family Foundation approved a $10,000 grant for the Frontier Military Forts
and Posts Education Project. Naming opportunities remain for the Gemini 6, Mini
theaters, and Outdoor Entrance Plaza. Gifts and pledges received total $11,149,509
and exceeds the $9,000,000 fundraising goal by 23.7 percent.
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Report on Development Plans for the
Cherokee Strip Heritage Center

Kathy Dickson reported that a group of Enid citizens led by Lew Ward put to-
gether a nonprofit group, the Cherokee Strip Regional Heritage Center, Inc., and set
a fund-raising goal of $5 million to improve the museum in Enid. By the end of
March, architectural and exhibit design images should be available to allow the
group to begin fund-raising efforts.

Committee Reports
Research Committee: Jack Baker reported that the Reading Room will close on

March 1 and reopen April 15 or before. Detailed moving plans for the Research Divi-
sion are being implemented. There are plans for the dedication of the Research
Reading Room that will be named the John and Eleanor Kirkpatrick Reading Room
because of their $500,000 grant. The Research Division has over 80 volunteers. The
Friends of the OHS Archives will celebrate their 10th anniversary on January 28 at
1 p.m. in the History Center, and everyone is invited.

Development/Endowment: Aulena Gibson stated that the Capital Fundrais-
ing Campaign had been a great success. The next goal will be planned giving. A
spokesperson from the Oklahoma City Community Foundation will come in and ex-
plain what needs to be done. Ms. Gibson noted the plaque on the wall listing those
who endowed a boardroom chair.

Preservation Committee: Emmy Stidham moved approval to hold the 2007
Statewide Preservation Conference in Guthrie and approval of the Citation of Merit
awards that will be given at the 2006 Conference in Wilburton. Seconded by John
Mabrey, approval was unanimous.

As chair of the Nominating Committee, Ms. Stidham reported that there were
four positions on the board to be filled, one in District 2, one in District 4, and 2 at
large. All incumbents are seeking re-election. Names of others who would like to be
on the ballot can be submitted to the Nominating Committee.

Outreach Committee: Bill Corbett reported that Nell Stapler Bradshaw left an
inventory of paintings to the OHS, which were to be sold and the proceeds placed in
an endowment fund for the George Murrell Home. Before the paintings can be sold,
they must be declared surplus property. Dr. Corbett moved to declare the entire in-
ventory of paintings surplus property. Seconded by Denzil Garrison, approval was
unanimous.

Indian Heritage Committee: Jack Baker reported there was a special Native
American preview of the Native American Gallery on November 17 and over 300 at-
tended. A traveling exhibit is being developed based on the Indian Gallery. In mov-
ing, the Native American Collections are being segregated by tribe instead of by type
of artifact as in the past. Lewis Stiles reported on his efforts to mark the trails and
highways in the Choctaw/Chickasaw Nation. Robert Klemme provided forms with
the lettering “Choctaw Trail of Tears” and “Chickasaw Trail of Tears.”

Oklahoma Museum of History: James Kemm reported the committee ap-
proved the artifacts and donations as listed and approved a development and plan-
ning outline for future activities for the museum. The education staff is now com-
plete with four members devoted to education. Tours are in full swing. The Gift Shop
was inventoried by a professional firm. During the first week of opening, a survey
was done by a staff member of visitors in the museum and received good reports from
all age levels.

Publications: Sally Soelle reported that Dr. Dianna Everett had been hired as
editor and Director of Publications. The Encyclopedia project will be finished shortly.
Some responsibilities of the Annual Meeting have been transferred to other divi-
sions. The Committee evaluated articles for the Wright Award and plans to open a
dialogue about fine-tuning the selection process to achieve better consistency in
terms of the way articles are evaluated. Long-range plans are being developed that
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will impact the Publications area in three different ways: technical services; the digi-
tizing of materials; and the possible publication of two or more books a year. Deena
Fisher reported that paid membership for the quarter totaled 55; complimentary
memberships totaled 70; gifts totaled 81; and Smithsonian subscriptions totaled 43.
Dr. Fisher moved to accept Jorge Perez-Cruet and Stephen Jones as life members.
Seconded by Jack Haley, approval was unanimous.

Black Heritage Committee: Shirley Nero reported that the Black Heritage
Committee had been revived with nine members. Public response from the African
American community to the African American exhibit has been extremely positive.
Suggestions were made to possibly include collections from the Urban League of
Oklahoma City and Tulsa, the one-room school in Chickasha, and the 20th Century
humanitarian organizations. Senator Eason-McIntyre and Representative Jabar
Shumate of Tulsa are planning citizen input meetings to be held in Tulsa to assist
with area collections and exhibit information. The Committee is preparing sample
items and suggestions for gift store products that support the African American ex-
hibit.

Consideration of Committee Appointments to
Membership Committee

Emmy Stidham moved to approve the appointment of Robert Klemme, LeRoy
Fischer, Deena Fisher, and Dan Lawrence to the Membership Committee. Seconded
by several members, approval was unanimous.

James Kemm moved to approve the appointment of Paul Matthews, a former
board member, to the Oklahoma Museum of History Committee. Seconded by Emmy
Stidham, approval was unanimous.

Consideration of Actual and Necessary Expenses
for Bob Blackburn

Jack Haley moved to approve Actual and Necessary Expenses for Bob Blackburn
in the amount of $22.49. Seconded by James Waldo, approval was unanimous.

Proposed Executive Session
Denzil Garrison moved to go into Executive Session under O.S. Supp. 1997

§307(B)(1) for the purpose of discussing personnel issues. Seconded by Jack Haley,
approval was unanimous.

Denzil Garrison moved to dissolve the Executive Session and reconvene in open
session. The motion passed. The meeting resumed in open session.

A letter incorporating a positive evaluation of the Executive Director was pre-
sented for inclusion in the personnel files.

There being no further business, the meeting adjourned at 3:50 p.m.

Leonard Logan, President

Bob L. Blackburn, Executive Director

255

FOR THE RECORD



256

Full text of Volumes 1–20 and tables of contents for Volumes 21–80
of The Chronicles of Oklahoma are available (free of charge) on-line
in a searchable database at <http://digital.library.okstate.edu>.


	1. PAGE1Title page
	2. CONTENTS 130
	3. Levy 132 MSS
	4. Creel 162 MSS
	5. Warren 188 mss
	6. Moore 210 MSS
	7. Notes&Documents 233 summer06
	8. BOOK REVIEWS  238 summer 06
	9. For the REcord Bd 252 MINUTES summer 06

