
The Humor of Will Rogers
Will Rogers poked fun at everyone, from his next door neighbor to the 

President of the United States, and people loved him for it. His newspa-
per column, “Will Rogers Says,” was read by millions of fans. There was 
always just enough truth to what he had to say to give his humor a special 
homespun quality. There is also a timelessness about what he had to say. 
Here, in his own words and punctuation, are a few of his observations:

FERUARY 8, 1931. Nineteen thirty was a year of “under and overesti-
mation.” Nothing was guessed right all year. Optimism was over-rated and 
pessimism was under-rated.

MARCH 20, 1931. Another thing, we don’t seem to be able to even check 
crime, so why not legalize it and put a heavy tax on it? Make a tax for rob-
bery so high that a bandit couldn’t afford to rob anyone unless he knew they 
had a lot of dough. We have taxed other industries out of business; it might 
work here.

JULY 15, 1934. Well, we get pretty excited over politics and pretty soon it’s 
all over and we settle down to cussing the guy we elected. It just seems like we 
can’t get a man that can take care of all of us after he gets in office.

DECEMBER 31, 1932. See where there is bills up in Congress now to 
change the Constitution all around…it seems like the men who drew up this 
thing years ago didn’t know much, and we are just now getting a bunch of 
real fellows who can take that old Parchment and fix it up like it should have 
been all these years. It seems it’s just been luck that’s got us by so far. Now 
when they get the Constitution all fixed up, they are going to start in on the 
Ten Commandments, just as soon as they find somebody in Washington who 
has read ’em.

MARCH 25, 1932. If people use as much tooth paste as they are advised 
to over the radio, a small tax on it would just about pay our national debt, to 
say nothing of lip rouge.

MARCH 27, 1932. It costs ten times more to govern us than it used to, 
and we are not governed one-tenth as good.
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JULY 5, 1932. Looks like the taxpayers in the United States are the only 
folks hiring any help nowadays. A private business, when it don’t do any busi-
ness, don’t use anybody. But the less business the public has, the more we hire 
to tend to it.

When Will Rogers laughed, the whole world laughed 
with him. When Will was touched by the death of a 
friend, the world shed tears, too. When legendary coach 
Knute Rockne died, Will paid tribute to the man and 
left no doubt that those who mourned the great Knute 
Rockne shared his feelings. Many journalists would recall 
these words and use them when Will Rogers was killed in 
a plane crash.

HOLLYWOOD, CALIFORNIA, MARCH 31, 1931. We are 
becoming so hardened and used to about any misfortune and bad luck 
that comes along that it takes a mighty big calamity to shock all this 
country at once. But, Knute, you did it.

Just as you have come from behind all your life and fooled ’em 
where they thought you didn’t have a chance, you did it again.

We thought it would take a President or a great public man’s death 
to make a whole nation, regardless of age, race or creed, shake heads 
in real sincere sorrow and say, “Ain’t it a shame he is gone.” Well, that’s 
what this country did today, Knute, for you. Why, you old bald-headed 
rascal, you died one of our nation’s heroes. Notre Dame was your address, 
but every gridiron in America was your home.

AUGUST 16, 1935. Will Rogers and his friend, pilot, and fellow 
Oklahoman, Wiley Post, were killed when Post’s plane crashed near Point 
Barrow, Alaska. Many journalists, recalling Will’s tribute to Knute Rockne, 
applied the words to their author.

“We thought it would take a President, or a great public man’s death to 
make a whole nation, regardless of age, race or creed, shake its head in real 
sincere sorrow and say, ‘Ain’t it a shame he is gone.’ Well, that’s what the coun-
try did, Will, for you. You died one of the nation’s heroes. Hollywood, Cali-
fornia, was your address, but every nation in the world was your home. And 
Oklahoma will always mourn for its favorite son.”
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Oklahoma’s Favorite Son

Will Rogers, part Cherokee and full-blood cowboy, was always going 
somewhere. When Will was in his early twenties, all the boys in Indian 
Territory were spreading tales of easy fortunes to be made in Argentina. 
“Huge parcels of land were there just for the taking,” they heard. All the 
boys talked about going there, but Will Rogers and his cowboy buddy, 
Dick Parris, really went.

Will packed his saddle, took his horse and $3,000 (proceeds from the 
sale of all his cattle) and started south. All he and Parris knew was that the 
Argentine was to the south, but they really had no idea how to get there.

Will and Dick headed for New Orleans, where they supposed there 
would be a jumping-off port for Argentina. However, they soon found 
that they had to backtrack to Galveston. At Galveston, they were told to 
sail to New York for a south-bound steamer. There, they learned that they 
would have to go to Liverpool, England, to find passage to the Argentine. 
Will and Dick had left Indian Territory shortly after Christmas in 1901. 
They crossed the stormy Atlantic twice and made ports of call in Eng-
land, Spain, and Portugal. The seasick cowboys finally arrived in Buenos 
Aires, Argentina, in the first week of May, 1902. Will’s father, Clem Vann 
Rogers, had always known that Willie had to do things the hard way.

The Argentine was not an El Dorado. The pair was quickly disillu-
sioned and sadly watched their finances dwindle. Finally, Dick took what 
remained of the money they shared and returned home, leaving a broke, 
lonely Will in Buenos Aires.

Will had hoped his father would send him money to use to come 
home, but he was too proud to ask for it. Perhaps Clem wanted to teach 
his boy a lesson. Whatever his reasons, he sent no money.

Will’s trip home was even longer and more circuitous (roundabout) 
than the trip to the Argentine. Reluctantly, he took a job as a cattle-
tender on a cattleboat bound for South Africa. Too seasick to meet his 
responsibilities, Will endured the storms of the South Atlantic until the 
ship sailed into port.

While in South Africa, Will first found work on a ranch. There he en-
joyed the music and parties in the main house and roped and rode much 
as he had in Indian Territory. One of his letters to his father told that he 
and some Africans were to drive 150 mules to Ladysmith.

Texas Jack’s Wild West Circus was playing in Ladysmith when Will and 
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the mules arrived. It wasn’t much of a circus, but all 150 mules couldn’t 
have kept Will Rogers away from it.

Texas Jack asked Will if he could rope and ride. Will could ride and 
proved it by riding some of Texas Jack’s “pitching horses,” but he was an 
artist with a lariat. Since childhood, he had loved 
doing rope tricks.

Will had never considered, much less planned, 
going into show business. The Oklahoman’s path 
to international stardom began in that accidental 
meeting with Texas Jack in an obscure little town 
in South Africa. Billed as “The Cherokee Kid 
who could lasso the tail off a blowfly,” he toured 
South Africa for nearly a year with Texas Jack’s 
Wild West Circus. Later, Will looked upon that 
period of his life as a most important time. With 
the blessings and recommendations of Texas Jack, 
he joined the Wirth Brothers Circus, which was 
headed for a tour of Australia and New Zealand. 
There he was billed as “The Cherokee Kid, the 
Mexican Rope Artist.”

The Wirths treated Will as an adopted son, and 
they remained his friends for life.

Finally, Will sailed for home. He arrived in San 
Francisco in April, 1904. He had been gone for 
more than two years and had circled the earth in 
a zig-zag fashion. Of his adventures, Will said, 
“I started out first class. Then I traveled second 
class, then third class. And when I was compan-
ion to the she-cows was what might be called no 
class at all. It took me two years to get enough 
money to get back home on, and Old Glory sure 
looked good to me when I sighted it outside of the Golden Gate.”

Will Rogers was a man of many interests and abilities. He was always 
a cowboy, no matter what he was doing. He was a ranch foreman, wild 
west show performer, Vaudeville star, radio commentator, political con-
vention observer, author of books and columns for newspapers and maga-
zines, a humorist, philosopher, satirist, star of motion pictures, a friend to 
Presidents, a devoted family man, businessman, generous philanthropist 
(charitable giver), a promoter of commercial aviation, lecturer, and Amer-

Will Rogers
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ican patriot. And he did everything well. Perhaps he was world-famous 
because he modeled perfectly the feelings of the average man during hard 
times. Yet there was nothing average about Will Rogers.

After the wild west shows and circuses, Will took Texas Jack’s advice. 
He tried Vaudeville, early 20th century variety shows staged in theaters 
called variety halls. There, Rogers quickly made a name for himself as a 
rope artist. At first, he performed his rope tricks silently, but the outgoing 
Rogers soon began to chat casually with his audience. They were captivat-
ed by his slow Oklahoma drawl, ready smile, and homespun wit, punctu-
ated by his artistry with the lariat. “Swinging a rope is all right — when 
your neck ain’t in it,” or “Out West where I come from, they don’t let me 
play with this rope. They think I might hurt myself.” The sophisticated 
New York audience loved him.

By 1915, his career had soared and he had become a star of the biggest, 
most extravagant show in town — the Ziegfeld productions. Three years 
later, he had begun both his writing and acting careers, starring in silent 
motion pictures.

Will’s humor dealt with issues of the day. Anything or anyone was fair 
game for Will’s wit. “All I know is what I read in the papers,” he said, and 
read the papers he did! His unrehearsed comic routines were frequently 
taken from the front page of the daily news. He was a natural for weekly 
columns of political satire and humor. The Harper brothers compiled and 
bound his comments into two books and called him the “Cowboy Phi-
losopher.” 

The truth of the matter was that Will loved politicians, and they and 
their political parties and conventions provided much of his material for 
his news columns and his Vaudeville act. “I don’t belong to any organized 
party,” he said. “I’m a Democrat.” He gave each party equal time in his 
humor. “ All a fellow has to do to write something funny on a Republican 
convention is just write what happened,” he said. “The Democrats are in-
vestigating the Republican slush funds, and if they find where it’s coming 
from they want theirs.” Even the hallowed halls of Congress felt the sting 
of Will’s wit. “Congress is investigating these slush funds. So that means 
nothing will be done about it.”

Will was a caring, generous man with both his time and his money. In 
1927, the Mississippi River roared out of its banks, taking a huge toll of 
property and human lives. The flood waters drove the people from their 
homes and swept the houses downstream. Will wired Flo Ziegfeld that he 
could come to New York for a benefit performance if Ziegfeld would dO-
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ñate his theater. When word was announced that Will was giving the pro-
gram alone, the well-known Irish tenor John McCormack joined his 
music talent to Will’s humor for an unforgettable performance. 
The men played before a packed house and gave the proceeds to 
the Red Cross. During his lifetime, Will raised millions of dol-
lars for needy causes.

Will also poked fun at crime bosses. He was concerned about 
the growth of crime in the nation during the 1920s, the days 
of prohibition. He offered criticism and solutions. Al Capone, 
Bugs Moran, Dion O’Banion, and other infamous criminals 
were seemingly immune to local law enforcement but not to 
Will Rogers’ caustic (burning) wit.

The government has finally been able to arrange an “armi-
stice” with Al Capone. He is to go to jail “in person” for two 
years (which term he named himself ). His lieutenants are to 
carry on his business and deliver the receipts to him at the jail 
every day.

	 In return the government is to feed, clothe and protect 
him from harm and release him just about time business turns the 
corner. The government is remodeling Leavenworth now for him.

Dion O’Banion was Al Capone’s rival for control of criminal 
activities, especially bootlegged liquor sold in Chicago during prohibi-
tion. When O’Banion was murdered, he was given a spectacular funeral 
— a $10,000 casket and twenty-six truckloads of flowers, among them a 
huge basket of flowers inscribed, “From Al.” Will wrote:

	 Well, Chicago is having the last laugh. The rest of the country rose 
up in wrath with pictures and editorials of Chicago killings, and its elabo-
rate gangsters’ funerals. Now if your town hasn’t buried a gangster with a 
rose festival it’s rather plebeian (backward).

	 Los Angeles, backed by the Chamber of Commerce and the florists 
are out for that trade now. They put on a trial funeral here last week that 
looked like a movie opening night. The flowers were only limited by the 
amount they could ship in. Our slogan is, “Before you shoot each other, 
don’t overlook Los Angeles.” Racketeering is American’s biggest industry, 
and their funerals is ‘big business.’ ”

In 1934 and 1935 Will 
Rogers and Shirley 

Temple were the two top 
box office performers 
in Hollywood. Rogers 

got his start doing rope 
tricks in a wild west 

show in South Africa.
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The twenties and thirties were crucial decades for ventures in com-
mercial aviation. In the United States, public support was needed for the 
development of commercial flight. Two men, Charles Lindbergh and Will 
Rogers, were major contributors to this effort. Lindbergh, through his 
solo flight across the Atlantic, and Rogers, through his public endorse-
ments, helped keep commercial aviation alive in the United States until 
the demands of war and economic development ensured a permanent 
commitment to its expansion. An article in Scientific American called 
Rogers the “patron saint of aviation.”

After Lindbergh, Will Rogers is aviation’s best press agent. The industry 
owes him more than he is ever likely to collect. His wit, his extraordinary 
publicity resources, and his genuine enthusiasm for flying entitle him 
to the nomination as patron saint of aviation….We can always count on 
Colonel Lindbergh to do the right thing and on Will Rogers to say the 
right thing at the right time. They are two of a kind.

When Will traveled in Europe in 1926, he was disturbed by Europe’s 
being so far ahead of the United States in commercial aviation. He was 
determined to promote the cause of aviation in his own country. His 
actions matched his words. He flew everywhere he went. He toured the 
entire globe, crossed the North American continent from coast to coast 
on numerous occasions, frequently visited other areas of the world, and 
took innumerable short trips inside the United States by air. He some-
times took his wife and children with him and publicized their flights. 
Besides his personal enjoyment of a fast, safe way to travel, Will believed 
that the military security of the United States depended upon a strong 
aviation industry. It was his avid support of aviation that ultimately led to 
his death in 1935. 

Wiley Post, a fellow Oklahoman who held two around-the-world flight 
records and point-to-point speed records, wanted to survey a possible 
commercial air route to Russia via Alaska. Post wanted to survey Alaska 
and then fly on to Siberia, China, and Africa. Will thought that Wiley 
had never been properly recognized as a pioneer in aviation. Besides that, 
Will could never resist helping a friend. Also, he had seen Siberia from a 
crowded, uncomfortable train across that vast Russian landscape. He had 
been unsatisfied by the confinement to the train and being able to see so 
little. Getting to see Siberia again from the air was irresistible.

Revisiting Siberia, the excitement of the project, and the support that 
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he could give to Wiley Post and to commercial aviation — these factors 
combined to overcome Will’s early reluctance to making the trip.

They reached Fairbanks, Alaska, on schedule. Will then wanted to fly 
to Point Barrow, about 500 miles away and near the Arctic Circle. They 
missed Point Barrow because of the dense fog and made an emergency 
landing. From an Eskimo, they got proper direc-
tions. They took off, but had reached less than 
100 feet in the air when the plane’s motor stalled. 
The plane nosed down into the water, flipping 
completely over. Both Will and Wiley were killed 
instantly.

Will Rogers is still a presence in the state he 
loved. Millions of people have visited the Will 
Rogers Memorial in Claremore. Oklahoma build-
ings and streets have been named for the favorite 
native son. In all his travels and at the height of 
his successes, he never forgot his roots in the land 
of the red man. Gene Autry, a fellow cowboy 
actor from Oklahoma who owed the start of his 
career to Will Rogers, said of his mentor:

He brought to the western tradition the idea 
of the friendly cowboy. As much as any man, he 
helped establish the lore and humor of the West 
as part of the American heritage.

Will himself said there was “…no greater, no happier life in the world 
than that of the cattleman’s. I have been on the stage for twenty years and 
I love it, but do you know, really, at heart, I love ranching. I have always 
regretted that I didn’t live thirty or forty years earlier, and in the same old 
country — the Indian Territory. I would have liked to have gotten there 
ahead of the ‘nesters,’ the barbed wire fence, and so-called civilization. 
I wish I could have lived my whole life there and drank out of a gourd 
instead of a paper envelope.”

The cowboy philosopher and Cherokee humorist was mourned by 
kings, presidents, and people everywhere, but no one mourned for Will 
Rogers more than those who had actually ridden the range with him.

Will Rogers’ famous 
straw hat is now in the 
Will Rogers Memorial 

in Claremore.
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Wiley Post and 
Other Aviation Pioneers

The tail skid of the white and purple Lockheed Vega squealed onto the 
runway at Floyd Bennett Field, New York City. A crowd of 50,000 people 
surged forward in a body. Over the fence, through police lines, and onto 
the field they came, cheering and waving. Mounted policemen tried 
vainly to keep them back.

Wiley Post, farmboy from Maysville, Oklahoma, sat in the cockpit of 
the Winnie Mae and waited. He hoped order would be restored, but he 

remembered a similar 
scene two years before 
and knew the crowd 
would be satisfied 
only with a glimpse of 
the pilot. Tiredly, he 
opened the hatch and 
pulled himself up and 
out. The waving crowd 
grew more frantic and 
the cheering louder. 
Wiley could hear the 
cheers, but dimly. For 
once, he was almost 
glad of the temporary 
hearing loss he suffered 
from sitting so close to 
the engine of his air-
plane for so long.

For seven days he had straddled the roaring engine, long hours at a 
time and with only short snatches of sleep in between. He was almost 
totally deaf now, hearing sounds as loud as this huge crowd but little else 
with the use of his earphones. He knew from experience that it would 
probably be several days before his hearing returned, if it ever did.

Two years earlier, Wiley Post and Harold Gatty had flown around the 
world in the same dependable aircraft. Wiley was pilot and Gatty was 
navigator. Except for a three-week flight by the multi-man crew of a mili-
tary plane some years earlier, no one had ever done such a thing, and cer-

Wiley Post is greeted 
atop the Winnie Mae at 
the end of his solo flight 

around the world.
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tainly not in less than nine days! It was a spectacular event, but it gained 
little money for the adventurers and their backer, oilman F. C. Hall.

Worst of all, the sensationalism attached to the feat detracted from 
Wiley’s real purpose, which was to prove to the public that flying was 
safe. Instead, he was branded a daredevil and was quickly forgotten.

Wiley dreamed of a commercial aviation industry that would carry 
people back and forth across the continent in large numbers or around 
the world in a short time. He dreamed of airports filled with passengers 
ready to go to all sorts of places for all kinds of things — a grandmother 
going to California to see a new grandchild; a son flying to the bedside of 
his dying mother; diplomats going to the other side of the world to   pre-
vent war.

In 1930, when most airplanes flew an average of 135 miles per hour, 
Wiley Post sat in a hotel room in Burbank, California, and told a friend 
that one day aircraft would fly above the Earth’s atmosphere and travel 
around the world in two hours. He risked telling only a few loved ones of 
the things he dreamed for aviation. On the rare occasions when he made 
his predictions public, people laughed. Around the world in two hours? 
Impossible!

America in the thirties was barely out of the horse and buggy age. Until 
they were grown, most Americans had traveled in wagons. In 1900, there 
were only 8,000 automobiles in the United States, and they were consid-
ered nuisances — expensive toys which scared the horses. A generation 
later, the automobile was the primary means of transportation, especially 
in urban areas. But America wasn’t ready for air travel, especially not the 
kind Wiley predicted. Buck Rogers, an early science fiction hero,  was 
born of the same kind of imagination, the public reasoned, and everyone 
knew he wasn’t real. Only fools flew in airplanes.

Furthermore, the country was trying to work its way out of the Great 
Depression. Thirteen million Americans were unemployed. Few people 
had the price of a new pair of shoes, and certainly they weren’t concerned 
about airline tickets. Fliers simply provided a free break in the monotony 
of Depression living — when families had the gasoline to get to the air-
field (or pasture) to watch the stuntmen.

Wiley Post wasn’t concerned with the economy, except where it affected 
his flying — and it often did. A poor man, he had to depend on other 
people or agencies to fund his projects. He frequently made postpone-
ments because of the shortage of money. Now that he was better known, 
however, he was better able to secure financial backing. His main concern 
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was furthering aviation — making the public understand what aviation 
could do for them.

Perched atop his Winnie Mae, Wiley observed the public with quiet 
wonder. He was awed that so many people would come to this place to 
see him just because he had operated a machine that he considered abso-
lutely dependable — just because he had spent a few days going around 
the world. What was it he had heard on the radio as he approached New 
York City? The biggest traffic jam in the history of New York! If there 
were 50,000 people at the airfield, he wondered how many hadn’t arrived.

Mae reached the plane amid the circle of policemen who had fought 
their way through the crowd for her. Flanked by uniformed officers and a 
few close friends, she greeted her husband with a smile and a wave.

“Hi, Ma,” replied the exhausted flier. But when he extended his hand 
to her, there was no tremor to expose that exhaustion.

The first request Wiley made was for a clean eyepatch. In 1928, while 
working as a driller in the oil fields, Wiley had suffered an accident, 
causing the loss of his left eye. The workmen’s compensation settlement of 
$1,600 provided the cash to buy the airplane for which he had been un-
able to save enough money, but for a while it seemed that he would never 
be able to fly. One-eyed pilots were not in demand because distance-judg-
ing requires the use of both eyes — or so many believed.

Wiley, on the other hand, found few obstacles too difficult. With great 
determination, he spent several weeks in the Davis Mountains of Texas at 
the home of an uncle and taught himself to judge distance with one eye.

Standing some distance away, he sighted a tree or some other object, 
made calculated guesses about its distance from him, then stepped off the 
distance to determine his accuracy. He spent hours daily at his task, until 
he had trained himself to judge distance with almost pinpoint accuracy. 
Later, he learned that he not only had perfected his judgment of distance 
but had improved the sight in his one eye to the extent that, of several 
Lockheed employees, his eyesight was the best.

Wiley had purchased a prosthesis, a glass eye to cosmetically replace his 
own eye, but he had found that the colder air in the upper atmosphere 
made the glass eye cold and gave him a headache. He had long since 
taken to wearing a modest white patch over the empty socket for comfort 
and convenience. Mae designed and sewed the patches for him, and he 
always had several with him. During the flight, however, he had acci-
dentally left his suitcase in an airport somewhere on the other side of the 
world, and his eyepatches were in it.
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Confident that he had plenty of patches with him, Mae had brought 

none, so he tied a clean, white handkerchief around his head instead. 
Then, he climbed down from his perch and made his way to a waiting 
automobile. The New York City policemen fought to keep the excited 
crowd from crushing him.

Wiley Post 
was born 
near Grand 
Saline, Texas, 
the fourth 
son of Wil-
liam and Mae 
Post, farmers. 
They moved 
several times 
while Wiley 
was growing 
up, and he 
lived most of 
those years in 
Oklahoma, 
near Burns 
Flat and then 
Alex.

His first 
sight of an 
airplane was at the county fair in Lawton, when he was 14 years old. Art 
Smith, an early exhibition pilot with a Curtiss Pusher biplane, performed 
pyrotechnic displays at night. He attached Roman candles to his aircraft 
and did aerobatics.

From that moment, Wiley dreamed of flying. Except for 14 months 
spent at the Granite Reformatory for a youthful mistake in the 1920s, he 
spent his life studying everything connected with aviation. He was among 
the first to notice “high winds in the upper atmosphere.”

One of the subjects Wiley studied was the sky. Not only did he read 
books, but also he carefully observed. He noticed that clouds moved at 
different speeds. The clouds lowest to the ground moved at a slow rate of 
speed, while those higher moved much faster. From this observation, he 
concluded that the winds were much swifter in the upper part of the sky.

F. C. Hall, Wiley Post, 
William H. Murray, 

and Harold Gatty visit 
during one of Post’s 
trips to Oklahoma.
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Wiley Post dropped out of school after the eighth grade. He was rest-
less in school and had no desire to attend or to do the work. He devoured 
books on aviation and its related subjects, however, and educated himself 
by study, observation, and experimentation. At his death in 1935, he was 
among the world’s most knowledgeable men in his field.

Post contributed numerous inventions and discoveries to the develop-
ment of aviation. He was not credited with discovering the “jetstream” 
(high winds in the upper atmosphere) until the 1970s, but he undoubt-
edly transmitted a great deal of information based on the truth of that 
find.

He developed techniques and used them long before science had heard 
of them from other sources. His technique of training himself to judge 
distance is today used as therapy and training for eye amputees. The 
method he used to train himself for staying awake for long hours by alter-
ing his sleeping patterns recognized principles not known scientifically 
at that time. He slept at different hours every day, and he walked and 
exercised before having someone check his vital signs. He was testing his 
endurance, and he recognized that fatigue might have disastrous effects if 
he wasn’t prepared to handle it. No one else knew that then.

He developed and modified planes and their parts, adding speed and 
endurance to the life of an airplane. Perhaps his most significant contri-
butions were the development of the pressurized suit and his high altitude 
tests.

Wiley believed, because of his study and observations, that if a pilot 
could endure the oxygen-scarce high altitudes to find the fast winds, he 
could fly at much greater speeds. In fact, on at least two occasions, by 
finding those winds, Post flew at speeds twice as fast as those for which 
his plane was designed. The wind propelled his aircraft, literally hurling it 
through the skies.

He knew the air pressure was too light in those higher altitudes, and he 
knew he couldn’t pressurize the Winnie Mae’s plywood hull. He decided, 
instead, to build a pressurized suit — a suit in which he could control the 
pressure and thereby fly in the upper atmosphere. He succeeded in mak-
ing the suit with the help of the Goodrich Rubber Company and their 
engineers — and with a little help from the U.S. Army as well.

Frank Phillips, a longtime supporter of aviation and a pilot himself, 
furnished the backing for Wiley’s atmospheric tests. Wiley and Mae 
moved to Bartlesville, Phillips’s new home and base of operations. On 
two occasions, Wiley was certain he had broken high-altitude records, but 
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both times recorder foul-ups robbed him of the recognition for it. Wiley 
proved to himself, however, that flying in those air channels was possible. 
This occurred only after considerable risk and at least one incident during 
which the pressure valve stuck, placing Wiley in extreme danger of losing 
his other eye.

Wiley Post was far ahead of his time. He made advancements and ex-
posed details which later benefitted flying immeasurably, but few people 
understood them at the time that he revealed them It was several years 
before the general public and the aviation industry reached his point of 
understanding. By that time, most people had forgotten that Wiley had 
pointed those things out first.

Wiley can truly be called the “Father of Modern Aviation” because of 
his inventions and discoveries. If he had not accomplished what he did, 
someone (or several someones) would have — sometime. But he did ac-
complish them, and he sought very little recognition. In fact, he wanted 
only recognition of information and acknowledgment that aviation was 
the hub of the future.

Will Rogers and Wiley 
Post at Oklavik near 

Fairbanks, Alaska, just 
prior to the crash that 
killed them both on 
August 15, 1935.
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He was described as fearless, but he claimed that he simply knew what 
he was doing. He was repeatedly called a “stuntman,” and he resented 
that because it indicated that people didn’t realize what he was trying to 
do.

Indeed, he was not reckless, nor was he a stuntman, as evidenced by his 
behavior toward other things with which he was not so familiar. When 
he took Mae to an amusement park, she particularly enjoyed riding the 
roller coaster. Several times she rode the thrilling, fast-moving, unbear-
ably exciting ride, and each time she urged Wiley to ride it with her. Each 
time he refused. The last time she asked, he replied indignantly, “No! I’m 
not getting on that thing. You’re crazy for riding it yourself!”

With that off his chest, he bought her a ticket and waited patiently  be-
side the concession for her to return, hoping that if anything went wrong 
he would be able to save her.

This was a man who began his career by wing-walking and parachute-
jumping. As Wiley reasoned, he was certain of the airplane, certain of the 
pilot, and most of all, certain of himself. With things he didn’t know as 
well, he was much more cautious.

Wiley Post was acquainted with many celebrities, but the man he prob-
ably admired most was Will Rogers, another Oklahoman who backed 
aviation. An internationally famous writer and entertainer, Will often 
mentioned Wiley’s exploits in his performances and columns. Will ad-
mired Wiley as much as Wiley admired him. The two of them planned a 
third trip around the world, this time for personal satisfaction and some 
private business.

The Winnie Mae was old and ailing, and Wiley, once again with too 
little money, bought two wrecked airplanes and had a hybrid model made 
from them — a beautiful, red Orion-Explorer. Wiley was not at home in 
this craft as he had been in the Lockheed Vega, but this was the aircraft 
that Wiley and Will Rogers boarded in 1935 for their trip around the 
world. When they reached Alaska, Wiley landed the amphibious vehicle 
on the water and asked directions of some Eskimos. The natives, anxious 
to be hospitable, urged the two famous men to eat with them. Wiley 
and Will complied, leaving the plane for the picnic. An hour later, they 
reboarded their airplane and started its engine but rose less than 100 feet 
into the air before the engine died.

Slightly nose-heavy, the plane dived back into the water, too close to 
the ground and moving too fast for its passengers to avoid being injured. 
The plane flipped over. Wiley Post and Will Rogers were killed on August 
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15, 1935, because of something Wiley had not learned in his study and 
observations. Some engines, when heated up, make condensate (or water) 
after they are shut off in cold weather. Water in the engine caused it to die 
and therefore resulted in the deaths of the two famous men.

Because of the economic Depression and its weight on the minds of 
the citizens, because he was too far ahead of his time and his contempo-
raries couldn’t understand him, and because of his own lack of funds and, 
therefore, limited opportunities, Wiley Post received little from his flying 
except personal satisfaction. Even that lessened in his final days because of 
his inability to make the public understand. He died discouraged, plan-
ning to leave aviation for a few years and get into the mining business.

He explained that perhaps the world would be caught up by then and 
he could go on with his work. His work was ineffective, he reasoned, if 
no one understood it.

During the 1930s, Wiley Post predicted high-altitude flights, pressur-
ized cabins, space travel, and sophisticated warfare. He predicted every 
phenomenon of aviation experienced today. He created and developed 
techniques, methods, and modifications which made today’s aviation pos-
sible. He was fearless, yet cautious, and he was dedicated.

A gentle man, he bore a quiet strength that left no one doubting his 
abilities or his determination, yet he talked little of himself except when 
forced to by courtesies toward the press. He hated publicity but lived with 
it daily as a means by which to reach the people with his message.

He received little for his efforts except the fleeting admiration of a 
fickle public. After his death, his wife sold his famous plane, the Winnie 
Mae, to the Smithsonian Institute for $25,000. She “threw in” the pres-
surized suit for nothing. She purchased farmland in Texas, near Lubbock, 
where she died in early 1984.

Wiley Post, who was a farmboy with an eighth-grade education and 
who called Maysville, Oklahoma, his home, circled the world in a daring 
feat unequaled by anything accomplished before or since, with the pos-
sible exception of the first manned space flight. Wiley was entertained by 
presidents and celebrities. He was admired and envied, and he was hated 
and ignored. He endured hardship, pain, disappointment, and danger so 
that the people of the world might literally be closer together.

This farmboy from Oklahoma truly lived beyond his time. He was a 
pioneer of the skies and an explorer of the air. He lived his life to make 
everyone’s life better. He was an Oklahoman.
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Oklahoma Astronauts

“They are the best of a very good lot,” said writers in Life magazine, “a 
bright, balanced, splendidly conditioned first team.” There were seven 
of them — the original Mercury astronauts who would pioneer flight 
into outer space. One of them was Leroy Gordon Cooper from Shawnee, 
Oklahoma. 

 Since that time in the mid-fifties, many men and women have been 
selected for astronaut duties, although most of them have never actually 
flown into space. Those from Oklahoma, in addition to Gordon Cooper, 
include Thomas Stafford, Owen Garriott, Stuart Roosa, Edgar Mitchell, 
William Pogue, and Shannon Lucid.

When the first seven Mercury astronauts were chosen, Gordon Cooper 
was the youngest of the group. He was the only one who owned and flew 
his own airplane. His father was a flier, and Gordon grew up with those 
magnificent flying machines. When he wrote his portion of the autobio-
graphical best-seller, We Seven, he entitled it “Flying Is In My Blood.”

“I used to listen while my dad talked with some of the real greats of 
those days — people like Amelia Earhart and Wiley Post,” wrote Cooper.

Like Wiley Post, Gordon Cooper had gazed at the skies and won-
dered if the world would have to wait until the twenty-fifth century in a 
Buck Rogers era before people would really travel in space. Later, when 
he learned that contracts had been awarded to build a space capsule, he 
knew that he would fight for a place in the space program.

The National Air and Space Administration (NASA) was interested in 
Gordon Cooper, also. He was called to Washington, was briefed on the 
program, and became a prime candidate for the astronaut team.

“We were isolated, vibrated, whirled, heated, frozen, fatigued, and run 
to high altitude,” wrote Cooper.

When the call came to welcome Cooper to the program, the man from 
NASA asked him when he could leave for Mercury headquarters in Vir-
ginia.

“How about right now?” Cooper answered.
To the other astronauts, Cooper’s slow, drawling Oklahoma accent and 

his sense of humor, along with his excellent credentials as a pilot, made 
him a first-rate member of the team.

To the press, he was a delight. They found him to be the most showy 
and outspoken of the astronauts, and he was usually good for interviews.
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Cooper was not the first astronaut into space, but his flights were spec-

tacular. In his capsule that he named the Faith 7, he flew the last Mercury 
mission in 1965. Then he graduated to the Gemini program. He was the 
first man to make two orbital flights. On the Gemini 5 flight, he traded 
good wishes with fellow Mercury astronaut Scott Carpenter, who was 
deep in the Pacific Ocean in Sealab-2l. Carpenter was down 205 feet off 
the coast of California while Cooper was circling the Earth more than 
100 miles up in space.

An unusual event occurred after the Gemini flight. Cooper and his co-
pilot on the Gemini 5 mission, Pete Conrad, were on a goodwill tour and 
met two of the Russian cosmonauts in Greece. Moving past the security 
guards, the four fliers embraced and later ate breakfast together. Cooper 
said to them, “You’re just like us. We love to fly. You love to fly.”

Another Oklahoman had been selected for the Gemini program. 
Thomas Stafford had to wait until the maximum height for astronauts 
was raised to six feet before he could qualify. Stafford, who was from 
Weatherford, flew Gemini Flights 6 and 7. Then he and Gene Cernan 
flew the historic Gemini 9 flight, where they were to join up with a rock-
et, and Cernan would take a more than two-hour space walk. Later, Staf-
ford was the commander of the Apollo X test project called the Apollo-
Soyuz Project. It was the first space project that involved both the United 
States and the Soviet Union.

Dr. Owen Garriott, an electrical engineer from Enid, was a member of 
the Spacelab crew. He had been selected as an astronaut in 1965 and was 
the science pilot on the second Skylab crew. He spent 59 ½ days in space, 
almost fourteen hours of that on three space walks. 

Stuart Roosa attended school in Claremore. He was selected as an 
astronaut in 1966. He was a member of Apollo IX and was command 
module pilot of Apollo XIV.

William Reid Pogue was born in Okemah and also called Sand Springs 
home. He flew with the United States Air Force acrobatic team, the 
“Thunderbirds,” before being selected as an astronaut in 1966. He pilot-
ed the third manned visit to Skylab, the space station. He set records for 
time and distance in space.

Edgar Mitchell also joined the space team in 1966. He was a navy lieu-
tenant commander who came from Tahlequah.

In 1978, six American women were selected as astronauts, and in 1983, 
the first of these women to fly into outerspace was Dr. Sally Ride. They 
were a well-educated group of scientists whose achievements were out-
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standing. Among this group was Dr. Shannon Lucid, a biochemist from 
Bethany.

Dr. Lucid was born to Christian missionaries who were working in 
China at the time of her birth. After spending a year in a Japanese prison-
er-of-war camp, she and her parents were flown back to the United States. 
It was on that plane trip over the mountains of China that the five-year-
old began her fascination with flight. When she was in the eighth grade, 
she told her teacher that she wanted to be a rocket scientist when she 
grew up. The teacher advised her to select a more serious and realistic 
career goal.

Before becoming an astronaut, Dr. Lucid was a chemist with the Kerr-
McGee Corporation and then a research associate at the Oklahoma Medi-
cal Research Foundation where she conducted biochemical studies on 
cancer-causing chemicals.

In 1985, her dream came true when she flew aboard the space  shuttle 
Discovery and spent the week of June 7-14 aboard the orbiter. By August 
11, 1991, she had logged 503 hours in space. Eventually, she spent six 
months in space with a Soviet team, accumulating a record for more time 
spent in space than any other astronaut. As a mission specialist, she con-
ducted experiments in the life sciences while aboard the space shuttle.

These are the “Trail Blazers” from Oklahoma — the modern-day he-
roes of high flight. But there were earlier heroes.

First, there was Wiley Post, with his own invention of the pressur-
ized flight suit that was the model for the suits worn by the astronauts in 
space. Post pioneered the way for the X-15 and for the Mercury, Gemini, 
and Apollo flights. In 1994, when the U.S. celebrated the 25th anniver-
sary of man’s landing on the moon, one of the astronauts remarked that 
there would never have been such a feat had there been no Wiley Post.

And there was the world-famous Oklahoma lady pilot, Jerrie Cobb, 
who set records in speed, altitude, and long-distance nonstop flights. Be-
cause of her brilliant flying record, NASA invited Jerrie to undertake tests 
for astronaut training, the same tests given to the men. Although her per-
formance was rated “extraordinary,” she was not selected as an astronaut. 
But she did prove that women are capable of high-level performance as 
astronauts. Like Wiley Post, she was simply ahead of her time. She blazed 
the trail for the Dr. Sally Rides and the Dr. Shannon Lucids.

In January, 1986, the space shuttle Challenger blew up on takeoff, kill-
ing its seven occupants. Afterward, manned space flight was delayed while 
scientists worked to ensure safety. Those space pioneers were courageous, 
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as were their forebears in flight. The nation and the world mourned the 
deaths of the brave adventurers just as they had the deaths of Post and 
Rogers 50 years earlier. From both events, knowledge was gained which 
increased safety for those following. This knowledge ensured the continu-
ation and greater success of subsequent missions — as they would have 
wanted.

The Greatest Athlete

The Fifth Olympiad in 1912 drew to a close. Gustav, the King of 
Sweden, had opened the games and personally presented the gold medals 
to the winning athletes in the closing ceremonies. He gave them out in 
numerical order, beginning with the 100-meter dash. When the presenta-
tion of the gold medal for the Pentathlon occurred, a young Sac and Fox 
Indian from Oklahoma stepped forward to claim the prize. There was 
a roar as the King himself led the cheers. All within the stadium knew 
that they had witnessed something special, something historical, and 
they cheered the victor. The King placed the laurel wreath on the young 
athlete’s head and then presented him with the coveted gold medal. The 
crowd roared again.

Later, the same young Indian stepped forward to claim the gold medal 
for the Decathlon. Again placing the victor’s laurel wreath on the athlete’s 
head and presenting the gold medal and other valuable gifts to him, the 
King clasped the hand of young Jim Thorpe and exclaimed, “Sir, you are 
the greatest athlete in the world.”

“Thanks, King,” responded the grateful athlete.
Seventy years later, when polls were taken to determine the greatest ath-

lete of the twentieth century, Jim Thorpe’s name was first on every list. In 
1999 he ranked fifth on Sports Illustrated’s list of the best athletes of the 
20th century. Jim Thorpe went far beyond his humble birth in the hills 
of Oklahoma. To understand his accomplishments and to understand the 
things that happened to him, one has to begin at the beginning.

When twin sons were born to Hiram and Charlotte Thorpe, they 
carried blood lines of the Sax and Fox, the Potawatomi, and Kickapoo 
Indians. They also carried a mixture of French and Irish blood. But their 
identification was the tribe of their father, the Sac and Fox. They also 
carried a heritage of strength and courage, for they were members of the 
Black Hawk family and were the sons of a man known to all of his tribes-
men as the greatest athlete among them. Hiram Thorpe had defeated all 
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competitors in contests of strength, speed, coordination, and endurance.
Jim’s childhood was much like that of any other rural farmboy in the 

closing years of the 19th century. He helped his father with the crops but 
spent much of his time hunting and fishing. Jim was always a competitor, 
testing his strength and endurance against his playmates or against the 
wildlife of the forest of eastern Indian Territory.

After his twin brother Charlie died, Jim and his father grew very close. 
Hiram taught Jim the lore of the forest and excellent marksmanship. 
Years later, Jim spoke with profound pride as he recalled his father’s ath-
letic ability. “My father was undisputed champion in sprinting, wrestling, 
swimming, high-jumping, broad-jumping, and horseback riding.” He 
recalled how neighboring families came to the Thorpe farm and brought 
food for picnics, and the men challenged one another in athletic contests 
— mile runs, running broad-jumps, high-jumps, and wrestling. Hiram 
Thorpe was always the triumphant champion.

Saddened by the death of his brother, Jim found that being confined 
in a schoolroom was a miserable experience for his freedom-loving spirit. 
While he was enrolled at the Sac and Fox Indian Agency School, near 
Tecumseh, Jim daydreamed of hunting and fishing. Finally, he lost   all 
interest in school, even in sports. In despair, he left the agency school and 
returned home to disapproving parents. Hiram hitched the wagon and 
took Jim back, but Jim ran out the back door of the school, through the 
woods, and beat his father home.

Next, Jim was sent to the Haskell Indian School in Lawrence, Kansas. 
Haskell had an enrollment of more than 1,000 Indian students from 
nearly 100 different Indian tribes. It was at Haskell that Jim Thorpe, who 
would one day be recognized as the greatest football player in history, 
began his lifelong love affair with the game.

Just as Jim was adjusting fairly well to the school and beginning to 
draw attention to himself as an athlete, he learned that his father had 
been shot in a hunting accident and lay dying. Jim ran to the railway sta-
tion and hopped a train, but it was northbound instead of southbound. 
By the time Jim discovered his mistake, he was nearly 300 miles from 
home. Deeply discouraged, he walked all of the way home, only to find 
that his father was much improved.

Instead of returning to Haskell, he attended the public school near 
his home. There he heard a guest speaker tell about the Carlisle Indian 
School. Jim began to think more seriously about his education, but he 
was particularly interested in playing football at Carlisle, where Glenn S. 
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“Pop” Warner coached a bunch of Indian kids who played — and beat — 
the major colleges of the East. With Hiram’s blessings, Jim was soon on 
his way to the Carlisle Indian School in the Cumberland Valley of Penn-
sylvania.

Carlisle was Thorpe’s first giant step toward 
fame. With an enrollment of nearly 1,000 Indian 
students, Carlisle was said to be the best school 
available for Indian education in the early decades 
of the 20th century. Students learned academ-
ics, the arts, and vocational subjects. They often 
worked part-time and learned working skills that 
would assist them in adjusting to society.

This school was founded by a military officer. 
The students were divided into military-type 
groups and taught a style of military discipline, 
which gives a sense of order. The students were 
skilled at military precision and took deep pride 
in their accomplishments.

At Carlisle, students were forbidden to speak 
their Indian languages. They were required to 
converse and learn in English. Most now believe 
this type of restriction was a mistake. It contrib-
uted to the loss of many Indian languages.

In its time, the Carlisle Indian School was 
thought to be the most successful institution of 
its kind. 

When Jim Thorpe enrolled at Carlisle, he was 
a skinny sixteen-year-old, just over five feet five 
inches tall and weighing only 115 pounds. Three 
years later, he was nearly five feet ten inches tall 
and weighed 144 pounds. Jim Thorpe himself 
often told how he came to the attention of Pop Warner. 

	 Late one afternoon in the spring of 1907, I was among a group of 
tenderfoot football players crossing the upper track field on our way to 
the lower field where we would play a twilight game with one of the scrub 
teams on campus. I happened to notice that some of the members of the 
varsity were practicing high-jump.

	 I stopped to watch them as they went higher and higher. After 
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awhile they had the bar set at five feet nine inches and none of them 
could jump over it. They were just about ready to call it a day when I 
asked if I might try it.

	 I had a pair of overalls on, a 
hickory stick, and a pair of gymna-
sium shoes I had picked up in the gym 
that belonged to someone. I looked 
like anything but a high-jumper. The 
track athletes snickered a bit as the bar 
was set up for me. I cleared the bar on 
my first try and, laughing at the aston-
ished group of athletes, went on down 
to the lower field for the game.

	 A student named Harry Archen-
bald, who had seen me take the jump 
with little or no effort, reported the 
incident to Coach Warner. Next day, 
he sent for me.

	 “Do you know what you have 
done?” Pop asked.

	 “Nothing bad, I hope,” was my 
reply.

	 “Bad,” growled the coach. “Boy, 
you’ve just broken the school record! 
That bar was set for five feet nine 
inches!”

	 I told Pop I didn’t think that 
was very high, that I thought I could 

do better in a track suit. Pop told me to go down to the clubhouse and 
exchange those overalls for a track outfit. I was on the track team now.

	 He said, “You might want to coach some day and if you do, you 
must know something about track.”

	 I replied, “I believe coaching would be a good vocation. I’ll come 
out tomorrow.”

To improve Thorpe’s skills in track and field, Warner matched him 
against Albert Exendine, who held nearly all of the track records at the 
school. By the end of the season, Jim had broken all of Exendine’s re-
cords.
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As much as Jim Thorpe loved the track and field contests, he wanted 

to play football. Pop Warner didn’t want to risk his best track athlete in 
football, but Jim insisted. Pop threw him a football. It was as though he 
had been born to streak through, over, or around tacklers, leaving them 
empty-handed in the dust, as Jim raced on to the end zone.

Coach Warner had tried to assign Jim to the kicking team, hoping to 
avoid physical contact, but Jim didn’t want any part of that. Day after 
day, he insisted Coach Warner let him play. Finally, Warner said, “All 
right! Give the varsity some tackling practice.”

But things didn’t work that way. Jim bowled over would-be tacklers or 
outran them and ran into the end zone.

“You’re supposed to give the first team tackling practice, not run 
through them,” Warner yelled.

“Nobody is going to tackle Jim,” declared the dejected athlete.
“Let’s see you do it again,” said Warner. Then to the other players, War-

ner said, “Get mean! Smack him down! Hit him down so hard he doesn’t 
get up! Who does he think he is? This isn’t a relay race! This is football! 
Hit! Hit! Hit!”

With bursts of speed and deceptive running, Jim Thorpe raced past 
tacklers while others bounced off him. Once again, he crossed into the 
end zone. He turned and looked directly at Pop and repeated, “Nobody is 
going to tackle Jim!”

Jim Thorpe was on the football team. Although he spent much time on 
the bench that first year, he would become the greatest of a great football 
team that Pop Warner called about as perfect a football machine as he 
ever sent on the field.

That first season, the Carlisle Indians completed a 10-1 season, defeat-
ing such powerful teams as Penn State, Syracuse, the University of Penn-
sylvania, Harvard, the University of Minnesota, and the University of 
Chicago, coached by the famous Alonzo Stagg. They lost only to Princ-
eton.

Grover Long, at age 97 the last living member of the famous Carlisle 
athletes, recalled that Woodrow Wilson was the president of Princeton 
when the team lost. “Later on, with Thorpe on the team, we beat Princ-
eton. Put it over on them. Carlisle played West Point, too. Ike Eisen-
hower played in the backfield. He did the punting for West Point. When 
he came around the point, Jim tackled him and broke Ike’s leg….They 
called Carlisle the ‘formidable football team’ — dreading meeting ’em!” 
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Carlisle beat Army 27-7.
Jim Thorpe went on to win All-American honors. George Orton of the 

University of Pennsylvania wrote in 1911, “Carlisle had, in Thorpe, one 
of the greatest backs that has ever been seen in the history of the game. 
He excelled in all points. Defensively, he was a tower of strength. Offen-
sively, he was a great factor running with the ball himself or interfering 
for a mate. As a drop kicker and kicker of goals from placement, he stood 
without a peer during the past season. His record of four goals from the 
field against such a high-class team as Harvard will be remembered for 
many years to come.”

The spring track season in 1912 was a training ground for the Fifth 
Olympiad to be held in Stockholm, Sweden. The games were opened 
by King Gustav and the competition began. The games would become 
legendary when Jim Thorpe won both the Pentathlon and the Decathlon, 
a feat that will probably never be equaled.

By his mid-twenties, Thorpe had proved himself to be one of the most 
versatile athletes who had ever lived. He was first-team All-American 
in 1911 and 1912. He was the world champion in track and field. He 
played varsity college basketball and lacrosse. He was an excellent bowler, 
swimmer, gymnast, and basketball player. He excelled in rowing, hockey, 
tennis, handball, and ice-skating. He was still an avid hunter and fisher-
man. Dwight D. Eisenhower said, “He was able to do everything anyone 
else could, but he could do it better.”

Then the roar of the crowd ceased. In 1913, Jim Thorpe was stripped 
of his Olympic medals because, as a young athlete, he had played baseball 
for a small amount of expense money during one summer season. For 
that he lost his amateur status and, at the same time, he lost the Olympic 
gold medals. His name was stricken from the record books — a loss that 
was not regained during the great athlete’s lifetime.

Jim Thorpe went on to play professional football and baseball. He lec-
tured and he encouraged young people to participate in athletics.

He died of a heart attack on March 28, 1953. Twenty years later, the 
Amateur Athletic Union restored his amateur status. The battle began to 
get his Olympic medals restored. Thirty years after his death, his medals 
were returned to members of his family.

Today Jim Thorpe’s name is revered in his home state of Oklahoma. In 
the State Capitol Complex, a building has been named in his  honor. In a 
state where the athlete is held in awe and honor, Jim Thorpe’s name heads 
the list of many great athletes produced by the Sooner State.
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Thorpe’s own headstone and memorial reads simply, “Sir, you are the 

greatest athlete in the world,” along with King Gustav’s name and the 
words, “Stockholm, Sweden, 1912 Olympics.” The red granite stone then 
reads simply, “Jim Thorpe” and records his birth year of 1888 and his 
death year of 1953. His life had ended but the honors 
continued.

After his death, Jim Thorpe was elected to the Na-
tional Indian Hall of Fame in Anadarko, voted the 
World’s Greatest Athlete by the editors of El Univer-
sal in Venezuela, enshrined as a charter member of 
the National Professional Football Hall of Fame, and 
named the greatest American Football Player in His-
tory in a national poll conducted by Sport magazine. 
These were added to many other honors that he had 
received before his death, including being named the 
Greatest Male Athlete of the Half-Century by the As-
sociated Press in 1950.

Fifteen other Oklahoma athletes have followed Jim 
Thorpe in bringing Olympic fame and medals back to 
the Sooner state. In 1984 Bart Conner, former Univer-
sity of Oklahoma gymnast, won the gold medal on the 
Parallel bars and was a member of the U.S. gold medal 
men’s gymnastic team. That same year OU’s Wayman 
Tisdale was a member of the U.S. gold medal men’s 
basketball team.

In 1992, fifteen-year-old Shannon Miller of Ed-
mond brought home five Olympic medals, two silver 
and three bronze. On March 22, 1994, she became 
the world’s most medaled female gymnast, with five 
Olympic medals and six World Championship med-
als, when she won her second consecutive title as All-Around World 
Gymnastics Champion. Miller was the first American woman to medal 
in a nonboycotted Olympics and the first to qualify for all four individual 
final Olympic events. She was the fourth woman to win two consecutive 
all-around world titles. 

Former Oklahoma State University wrestlers Kenny Monday, Bruce 
Baumgartner, and John Smith brought home much precious metal for 
their wrestling prowess. Monday won a gold medal at the Olympics in 
Seoul in 1988, a gold in the 1989 world championships, a silver in the 
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1991 world championships, and a silver at the 1992 Olympics in Barcelo-
na. Baumgartner won a gold medal in 1984, a silver in 1988, and a gold 
in 1992, becoming the first U.S. wrestler to medal in three Olympics.

Many believe Del City’s John Smith to be the best wrestler in the his-
tory of American Amateur Wrestling. World champion in 1987, 1989, 
1990, and 1991, and holder of two NCAA titles, Smith won Olympic 
gold medals in 1988 and 1992. He was the first American to win a world 
title while in college, and he won the prestigious AAU Sullivan award for 
the Outstanding Amateur Athlete in the U.S. Following the 1992 Olym-
pics, Smith became head wrestling coach at OSU and coached his team 
to a national championship in March, 1994.

Darkness at Noon: The Dust Bowl

Dawn had broken fresh and clear that Sunday morning, urging the 
people of the Southern Plains outdoors. Freshly starched white curtains 
rustled softly in the spring breeze. Many families packed picnic lunches 
and drove their Model A Fords over country roads to church and, after 
church, shared their noon meal with neighbors. At mid-afternoon, the 
temperature suddenly began to drop rapidly — about fifty degrees in a 
few hours. It was Sunday, April 4, 1935.

The Black Blizzard soared up over the horizon, an inky black cloud 
blotting out everything behind it. The silence of the ominous onslaught 
was broken only by the muffled thunder of the heat lightning that ap-
peared to flashdance in the midst of the black backdrop. Rolling without 
stopping across the Southern Plains, the Black Blizzard rose like a murky, 
muddy wall, as high as 7,000 or 8,000 feet. The atmospheric electric-
ity generated by the collision of cold and intense heat lifted the topsoil 
of millions of acres of plowed farmland, lifting it higher and higher and 
picking up more as it moved across the Plains.

Flocks of birds chirped nervously and rapidly grew in number as thou-
sands of them suddenly took flight.

In Kansas, Louise and John Garrettson were in their car headed home. 
They saw the black wall coming and thought they had time to get home. 
They had almost made it when they were engulfed by the swirling dust. 
Leaving their car, they groped for the fence wire and, hand over hand, fol-
lowed it to their door.

In Texas, Ivan English pulled his tractor into the yard just as the dust 
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clouds appeared on the horizon. He placed a tin can over the tractor’s ex-
haust to keep the dust out of the engine and went into the house to wait 
out the storm. Days later, after the Black Blizzard had passed, only the tip 
of the exhaust with its sand-polished, glistening can was visible. The trac-
tor was completely covered with sand.

In the Oklahoma Panhandle, Ada and Ed Phillips and their six-year-
old daughter were on the way home from an outing in their Model A 
Ford. They still had fifteen miles to go. Ed realized that the storm would 
be upon them before they could make it home. Seeing an old adobe 
house ahead, he knew that they would have to take shelter immediately 
and felt a sense of relief that he had found shelter. By the time they were 
out of the car, the cloud had engulfed them, making it so dark that they 
nearly missed the door. Inside they found 10 other people, stranded like 
themselves, in a two-room hut, all fearing that they might be smothered, 
all unable to see their companions’ faces. For four hours they sat there, 
until the storm let up enough for them to follow the roadside ditch back 
to town. By then the gloom was moving south across the high plains of 
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Texas.
That “Black Sunday,” as it came to be called, was not the first of the 

dust storms nor was it to be the last. It was one of many fierce storms car-
rying tons of dust and dirt that were called Black Blizzards.

Some of the worst storms were not accompanied by a drop in tem-
perature. They were rolling clouds of withering heat that rushed out of 
a prairie furnace, searing crops of grain, and sucking up rivers and lakes, 
turning much of the dust to mud. 

In the midst of such storms, within a few hours, the bleating of sheep 
thinned into silence around dry waterholes. Cattle staggered and fell 
while bells tolled begging for prayers.

At night, the intense blackness was broken infrequently by the hazy, 
feeble glow of a lantern or lamp in a  farm home. Day or night, it was 
the darkest moment in the history of the Southern Plains. The onslaught 
of the dust storms, which grew more frequent as vegetation grew more 
sparse, impoverished the land and made the people despair.

Worried farmers, already four to five years into a severe drought, 
searched the skies for small signs of relief. Nothing but heat lightning 
flickered on the horizon, foretelling a plague of insects and pests.

Eventually, the fiercest of storms passed, although some of them filled 
the air with dust for days at a time. The powdery dust covered and 
choked the vegetation, drifted into dunes and drifts that covered fence 
rows, and settled against the outer walls of homes, sometimes to the eaves 
of the house. The fierce, dust-laden winds sand-blasted automobiles and 
tractors. The drifts delayed, and at times derailed, trains and snarled traf-
fic on the roads and highways.

These storms resulted in further horrors. Grasshoppers imitated the 
black clouds of dust and swarmed over the ground. They devoured every-
thing in sight, even fence posts and the family wash hanging on clothes-
lines to dry. The most devastating side-effect was upon human health. 
Dust pneumonia, or “brown lung,” claimed the lives of thousands — es-
pecially the very old, the infants, and the weak. Many thousands survived 
but were physically weakened and suffered for months afterward.

The jet stream caught up tons of earth from the Plains, the finest top-
soil, and carried it eastward across the Atlantic seaboard and the nation’s 
capital, and then dumped it into the Atlantic Ocean.

Farmers watched the scorched earth crack open, heard the grey grass 
crunch beneath their feet, and worried about how long they would be 
able to pay their bills. Worse, the farmers knew that nature had lulled 
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them into a sense of false security. They had “busted the sod” carelessly 
and had gathered bountifully from the virgin soil. A large share of respon-
sibility was no doubt due to a decade of drought, from 1930 to 1940, but 
the farmers also knew that their own lack of implementation of conserva-
tion practices also contributed to the situation. They knew, too, that it 
would be they who would bring the soil back.

Droughts are inevitable on the Plains. They bring with them blowing 
dust and violent thunderstorms with strong winds or tornadoes and hail, 
but little or no moisture. Therefore, when the drought spawned “dusters” 
in 1931, no one was really surprised or alarmed. But no one was prepared 
for the Black Blizzards or the oppressive heat and blowing dust that came 
later — storms of such destructive force that they left the region reeling 
in confusion and fear. No one was prepared for day after day, year after 
year, of sand rattling against the windows, of fine powder caking one’s lips 
and eyes, or springtime turned to despair, or poverty eating into self-con-
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fidence and starving both the body and the spirit.
What caused the storms that gave the name of “Dust Bowl” to a de-

cade of despair and stamped an imprint on a broad section of the United 
States? The dust storms left hundreds of thousands of people without 
homes or jobs, branded them as “Okies,” whatever their origin, and 
forced them to accept government relief or emigrate to another section of 
the nation in hope of better opportunities.

A number of negative factors came together at the same time to produce 
a national disaster. Without strong, swirling winds, the soil would have 
stayed put, despite the lack of vegetation as cover. Without the long, ex-

tended drought, plains-
men would have had 
lush, strong, healthy 
crops to cover the soil 
and hold it in place. 
Has the land not been 
stripped of its natural 
vegetation and its trees 
and brush, even the 
sage or greasewood 
bushes, there would 
have been a defense 
against the strong, dry 
winds, and the sandy, 
powdery topsoil would 
have held. But the 
combination of the 
drought, poor or no 

conservation practices, and strong winds sucked up more dirt into the 
airstreams until millions of tons of dirt rode the winds and covered the 
land of the Southern Plains.

The dirt was everywhere. It was brown, black, yellowish, ashy gray, or 
sometimes red, depending upon where it came from. It was, at times, 
sharp and peppery, burning the nostrils and lungs, or it was heavy, greasy, 
and nauseating because of its unpleasant odor. People hesitated to turn 
over in their beds at night because their movements would stir the dust 
on the covers. The once-starched white curtains hung at every window. 
Now, they were a limp, gray, dirt-laden insulation against more of the re-
lentless blowing dust. The bed pillows were dark with the dust that came 
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into the prairie homes through every crack and crevice. The people slept 
with the dirt, and when day came, they breathed the dirt-laden air and 
chewed the grit with their food.

The exodus began!
Almost a million 

people left their homes 
and farms in the first 
half of the decade of the 
1930s. More than two 
and one-half million 
left after 1935. Not all 
were “dusted out.” But 
all were uprooted — a 
generation of human 
tumbleweeds, cut loose 
from the soil. Almost 
half who had crossed 
the state lines, more 
than 300,000 from 
1935 to 1940, went to 
California. Others who 
left the region went to East Texas, Washington, or Oregon.

When they arrived in California, they were destitute. Moreover, they 
found that they were not wanted. These proud people were scorned. They 
finally sought refuge together in tent cities called “Little Oklahomas,” 
where people lived together in their cars or in tents. Sometimes families 
with eight or ten members traveled and lived in one small automobile. 
Many tales were told of the valiant efforts of the mothers to make such 
an existence as homelike as possible. But the Okie image persisted — the 
rundown, rattletrap automobiles with their mattresses on top, with a 
small coop of chickens so that the family could have eggs to eat, as they 
traveled old Route 66 to California. Only the large growers of fruits and 
vegetables, which had to be gathered by hand, were glad to see them. 
They were a source of cheap labor to replace the Hispanic farm labor, 
since the 1929 restrictions on immigration from Mexico had reduced that 
supply of workers.

Many poems and stories were written about the Dust Bowl and the 
unfortunate emigrants. The most socially committed work produced dur-
ing and about the decade was John Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath. Its 
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impact was phenomenal. It taught a reading public what to think about 
the Okies. Although deeply resented by Oklahomans, who took the work 
as a personal insult and a blow to the state’s pride and its people, it never-
theless stung the consciences of those who had been practically unaffected 
by the disaster. The story of the heroic, embattled, persevering, and persis-
tent Joad family was the story of thousands of ordinary families. From the 
Dakotas to deep in the heartlands of Texas and New Mexico, they were 
defeated by two major disastrous blows — the Great Depression and the 
Dust Bowl, each making the other worse.

For those who stayed, their great hope lay in the optimism and leader-
ship of a new President of the United States. He would lead them through 
the thirties and for nearly half of the forties — Franklin Delano Roos-
evelt.

The massive government program to rebuild and rehabilitate the 
“breadbasket of the nation” could not be implemented overnight. During 
his first year in office, the President worked to restore confidence in the 
nation’s financial institutions. Then, while Kansas and Oklahoma dust fell 
on the White House lawn, the President began his programs to salvage 
the Plains. First, he called for and got $525 million for drought relief. 
He made emergency feed loans to cattlemen. He purchased their starving 
cows, slaughtered them, and had them canned for food relief for the poor. 
He provided public jobs as supplemental income for farmers, particularly 
in the building of ponds and reservoirs for conservation purposes. He 
created work camps, called the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) for 
young men. He made seed loans available to farmers and made monies 
available for setting out trees as shelter belts against the strong straight 
winds that blow constantly on the prairie. He paid the farmers twenty 
cents per acre to “list” their land meaning to deep-chisel it in such a way 
that the land would hold against the wind. He paid them forty cents per 
acre if they listed abandoned land or land that belonged to someone who 
no longer had tractors or the equipment to list the land. Slowly, the pro-
gram began to work. When the rains finally came, the land was ready, 
lessening the erosion that could have occurred from run-off.

The Agricultural Adjustment Act (AAA) was a United States federal 
law of the New Deal era designed to boost agricultural prices by reducing 
surpluses. The government bought livestock for slaughter and paid farm-
ers subsidies not to plant on part of their land. 

The Tennessee Valley Authority not only organized the building of new 
dams but also built power plants and fertilizer factories.  The TVA strived 
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to improve the habitats for wildlife and fish. 
A widely respected authority on world food problems, George Borg-

strom, has ranked the creation of the Dust Bowl as one of the three eco-
logical blunders in history. The other two are the deforestation of China’s 
uplands about 3000 B.C., which produced centuries of silting and flood-
ing, and the destruction of Mediterranean vegetation by livestock, which 
left once fertile land eroded and impoverished.

Such appeared to be the fate of the Southern Plains at the end of the 
“Dirty Thirties,” no doubt the worst decade of Depression and drought 
in America’s economical history. The farmers of the Plains shouldered 
their share of the responsibility for the disaster. But that wasn’t all they 
did about it. They began conservation practices to prevent wind and 
water erosion. They replaced the nutrients that had blown away with the 
precious topsoil. They planted windbreaks, built reservoirs to retain water 
during years of drought, contoured and terraced the hillsides and rolling 
fields of plowed ground, and put in irrigation systems where practical.

In late spring each year, the massive combines and grain trucks carry-
ing harvesting crews move south, down to the southern edge of the Plains 
of Texas. Then they turn their combines north and harvest millions and 
millions of acres of wheat, growing so abundantly that it feeds the world. 
From South Texas to the Canadian border, the golden grains wave gently 
in the wind, a wind free from the dust and dirt of a nation’s farmland.

Could it happen again? Certainly the nation’s grain belt will experi-
ence severe drought again. In the 1970s, it was as dry as it was during 
many years in the 1930s. Drought is always a potential for disaster on the 
Plains. The 1983 corn and grain crop of the Northern Plains experienced 
severe drought and subsequent poor harvests. Since the potential is always 
there, the whole agricultural community continues to demand increased 
conservation and environmental watchfulness.


