
African American Experience

It is fairly certain that the first African Americans who came to Indian 
Territory were either slaves or freedmen seeking a way of life away from 
the plantation overseers of the South. Although some were slaves, their 
bondage among the Indians was often considerably different from their 
lives among their white masters. Some African Americans came with 
the Five Civilized Tribes who left their lands in the forced exodus of the 
removals. Many runaways sought refuge among the dark-skinned tribes. 
When the tribes moved west, African Americans were among those who 
suffered the hunger, illnesses, exposure, and deaths experienced along the 
Trail of Tears.

The Journal of Jacob Fowler tells of journeying into the Territory during 
the years 1821-1822. Fowler’s journal tells that a man named “Pall” had 
his own money, rode a horse, carried a gun, entered into arguments, and 
hunted along with the others. Although Paul’s name was most certainly 
misspelled, along with the names and actions of most of the others, Jacob 
Fowler revealed that Paul was a member of the exploration party with 
more status than a slave would have. As the explorers returned to Fort 
Smith, Arkansas, the journal reveals what happened as they crossed what 
is now the state of Oklahoma.

Tuesday 26th Feby 1822
	 . . .Robert and my Self took out guns to Hunt on futt as there Was 

much timber land Here — but Taylor and Pall Began to Complain of 
Hunger of which Taylor began gro black in the face and Pall was gitting 
white With the Same Complaint and both thought the Hors Shold be 
killed….We Head not gon far before Som Deer Was Seen in the Brush 
and Robert Went after them and killed two of them….the deer Caryed to 
Camp Wheare We soon Head Sumtious feest and much Plesentness now 
appeer Round the fier. . .

Wensday 27th Feby 1822
	 Sent Pall out Early to look for the Horses We Soon Heard the Re-

port of gun and not long after Pall Came in With a deer on His back and 
the first He Ever Killed in His life.” (sic)

Another group of explorers brought an African American servant along. 
Among the group was the American literary figure, Washington Irving. 
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Charles Joseph Latrobe wrote in his journal of their coming to the estate 
of a colonel about 50 miles from Fort Gibson. They were welcomed “by 
a crowd of Negroes, Indians of diverse tribes and both sexes, dogs, pigs, 
cats, turkeys, horses, ducks, all looking fat and happy.” He called them 
“an extremely amusing sight.” He described one of the families that he 
visited, once saying, “None of the family spoke either French or English, 
with the exception of a slave girl, who acted as our interpreter.”

The famous Western painter, George Catlin, wrote about an incident 
involving the murder of a judge and his family 
on the Washita and the kidnapping of the judge’s 
son: 

The head-chief of the tribe is a very old man, 
and he several times replied to Colonel Dodge 
in a very eloquent manner; assuring him of the 
friendly feeling of his chiefs and warriors towards 
the pale faces, in the direction from whence we 
came.

After Colonel Dodge had explained in general 
terms, the objects of our visits, he told them that 
he should expect from them some account of the 
foul murder of Judge Martin and his family on 
the False Washita, which had been perpetrated 
(committed) but a few weeks before and which 
the Comanches had told us was done by the Paw-
nee Picts. The Colonel told them, also, that he 
learned from the Comanches, that they had the 
little boy the son of the murdered gentleman, in 
their possession; and that he should expect them 
to deliver him up, as an indispensable (unavoid-
able) condition of the friendly arrangement that was now making. They 
positively denied the fact, and all knowledge of it; firmly assuring us that 
they knew nothing of the murder, or of the boy.

A demand was repeatedly made, and as often denied; until at length 
an African American man was discovered, who was living with the Paw-
nees, who spoke good English; and coming into the council house, gave 
information that such a boy had recently been brought into their village, 
and was now a prisoner amongst them. This excited great surprise and 

Washington Irving
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indignation (anger) in the council, and Colonel Dodge then informed 
the chiefs that the council would rest here; and certainly nothing further 
of a peaceable nature would transpire (happen) until the boy was brought 
in. In this alarming dilemma, all remained in gloomy silence for a while, 
when Colonel Dodge further informed the chiefs, that as an evidence of 
his friendly intentions toward them, he had, on starting, purchased at a 

very great price, from their 
enemies the Osages, two 
Pawnee (and one Kioway) 
girls; which had been held 
by them for some years as 
prisoners, and which he 
had brought the whole way 
home, and had here ready 
to be delivered to their 
friends and relations; but 
whom he certainly would 
never show, until the little 
boy was produced. He also 
made another demand, 
which was for the restora-
tion of the United States 

ranger, by the name of Abbé, who had been captured by them the sum-
mer before. They acknowledged the seizure of this man, and all solemnly 
declared that he had been taken by a party of the Comanches, over whom 
they had no control, and carried beyond the Red River into the Mexican 
provinces, where he was put to death.

They held a long consultation about the boy, and seeing their plans de-
feated by the evidence of the African American; and also being convinced 
of the friendly disposition of the colonel, by bringing home their prison-
ers from the Osages, they sent out and had the boy brought in, from the 
middle of the corn field, where he had been secreted. He is a smart and 
very intelligent boy of nine years of age…There was a great excitement 
in the council when the little fellow was brought in; and as he passed 
amongst them, he looked around and exclaimed with some surprise, 
“What! Are these white men here?” To which Colonel Dodge replied, and 
asked him his name; and he promptly answered, “My name is Matthew 
Wright Martin.”

An African American 
family homesteaded this 

land near Guthrie in 
1889.
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George Catlin continued to say that, after the exchange of prisoners, 
the council took a pleasing and friendly turn. But who the African Ameri-
can man was who played such a vital role in the exchange, no one has 
ever known. Who he was, from where he came, and where he went have 
been lost in history.

Although they had many things in common, there were often bad feel-
ings between African Americans and Indians. Some Indian slave own-
ers were as harsh and cruel as any white slave master. Indians were often 
hired to catch runaway slaves. In fact, slave-catching was a lucrative way 
of life for some of the Indians, especially the Chickasaws. For the return 
of a runaway slave, the Indian could expect to get a musket and three 
blankets. Also Indians were often used to put down slave rebellions, and 
African Americans were used as soldiers against the Indians. The degree of 
racial prejudice varied from tribe to tribe with some Indian slave owners 
more in sympathy with the slave masters than with the runaway slaves.

THE CIVIL WAR. In the early 1860s, the talk of civil war was everywhere, 
including Indian Territory. The Indian tribes faced the same decisions 
to be made that other areas west of the Mississippi River faced. Both the 
Union and the Confederacy wanted the Indian tribes on their side. Final-
ly, the Choctaws and Chickasaws aligned themselves with the South. The 
other tribes split in their decisions. But for the African American people 
living among the Indian tribes, there was no such decision to be made. 
Their future lay in the hands of the Union.

During the War Between the States, African American soldiers played 
significant roles in the success of the Union. At the beginning, both sides 
hesitated to use African American troops, but when President Lincoln 
called for volunteers, African American men volunteered their services. At 
first, they were refused the right to serve and trained on their own time, 
waiting for the opportunity to serve. When the war began to go badly for 
the Union, the government issued another call for volunteers. This time 
African Americans would be accepted.

Although they were not accepted for service in the earliest years of the 
war, and then they were accepted only for lowly or degrading chores, the 
African American soldiers proved themselves in battle before the struggle 
ended.

Despite all of these obstacles, African American soldiers served both 
armies with distinction. They saw action in every theater of operation 
during the Civil War in a total of 449 engagements, including thirty-nine 
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important battles. More than 38,000 gave their lives for the cause — a 
mortality rate almost forty percent greater than among white troops. The 
desertion rate in African American units averaged seven percent, com-
pared with nineteen percent for white units. The Congressional Medal 
of Honor was awarded to sixteen African American soldiers and four 
received the Navy Medal of Honor, achievements that are all the more 
remarkable considering the times.

In recognition of their contributions, General B. F. Butler, in his fare-
well address, told the African American troops in his command, “In this 
army you have been treated as soldiers, not as laborers. You have shown 
yourselves worthy of the uniform you wear. The best officers of the Union 
seek to command you. Your bravery has won the admiration of those 
who would be your masters. Your patriotism, fidelity (loyalty), and cour-
age have illustrated the best qualities of manhood. With the bayonet you 
have unlocked the iron-barred gates of prejudice and opened new fields of 
freedom, liberty, and equality of right to yourselves and to your race.”

In 1866, the United States Congress passed an act providing for six Af-
rican American regiments in the regular U.S. Army. Two of these, the 9th 
and 10th, were cavalry regiments under the command of white officers, 
Colonel Edward Hatch and Colonel Benjamin Grierson. A white officer 
who refused to serve with the new regiment was General George Custer. 

The Indians called the African American cavalrymen “Buffalo Sol-
diers.” Many historians believe the name was given to them because the 
Indians thought the hair of the African American man looked like that of 
the buffalo. Others believe the name was given because of the buffalo skin 
coats worn by the soldiers. Whatever the reason, the name stuck, and it 
was a name of respect and admiration.

Serving with the 10th Cavalry was Lieutenant Henry O. Flipper, who 
was the first African American man to graduate from West Point.

The 9th regiment served in Texas, and the 10th served in Indian Ter-
ritory. Some of the African American troops of the 10th Cavalry later 
helped to build portions of Fort Sill. Historians believe that the success of 
African American and white troops and military necessity made certain 
the emancipation of African Americans in Indian Territory and in the 
South.

The War Between the States made major changes in the lives of African 
American people. Before the war, the African Americans in Indian Terri-
tory were either slaves or freedmen. For the most part, they were slaves. 
When the war was over, the Territory became a vital part of the history of 
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the West.
In Oklahoma, the age of the cowboy began soon after the War Between 

the States, and it began to change with the Run of 1889. Although they 
seldom found themselves in the fictional stories of 
the West, African American cowboys rode the cattle 
trails, often making up as much as one-fourth of a 
trail crew.

The most famous of the African American cow-
boys was Bill Pickett, who invented bulldogging and 
starred in the early days of rodeo. He worked on the 
famous 101 Ranch near Ponca City, Oklahoma, and 
was a star performer with Zack Miller’s 101 Ranch 
Wild West Show. He excited audiences everywhere 
with his unusual method of throwing a bull. “He 
would slide off his horse, grab the bull by the horns, 
sink his teeth into the bull’s nose or lip, and force 
the animal to the ground.” When the show played in 
Mexico City, he won a huge sum of money from the 
President of Mexico by throwing a bull and holding 
him down for the better part of an hour, long past 
the time limit set in the bet.

Bill Pickett won his place in Western lore by his 
own strength and courage. In 1907, he won the title 
of World Champion Bulldogger at Madison Square 
Garden in New York City. Though often battered and injured in the 
arena, Pickett always displayed courage and gave his best performance. 
One of his most spectacular performances — and most dangerous — 
was given at Sand Springs, Oklahoma, in 1920. Pickett failed to throw 
his animal the first time, and the angry steer plowed up the ground with 
Bill’s head. Blood covered his face, and an attendant had to bandage it so 
that only his eyes were visible. Gallantly, the African American cowboy 
re-entered the arena and threw the steer.

In 1932, Bill Pickett, often called the “Dusky Demon,” lost his life 
when a horse kicked him in the head. He was buried with honors near 
Marland, Oklahoma, with Zack Miller composing a poetic tribute to the 
courageous cowboy.

For his contributions to the West, Bill Pickett was named to the Na-
tional Cowboy Hall of Fame in Oklahoma City in 1971. He was the first 
African American to receive this recognition.

Bill Pickett was 
the originator of 
steer wrestling or 

“bulldogging.” He used 
his teeth while wrestling 

a steer instead of the 
hands-on-the-horns 

method used by cowboys 
today.
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When the Run of ’89 took place, the Buffalo Soldiers helped to keep 
intruders out of the Territory. For the first time in Indian Territory, Af-
rican Americans experienced near-equality. The government opened the 
lands to anyone, without discrimination, as long as those staking land 
claims met eligibility rules. Some African American people made the run 
and staked out homesteads. Later, as the government opened other lands 
for settlement, more African American pioneers came and homesteaded. 
They had few tools and resources. As a result, many left their homesteads 
and returned eastward, but many stayed and improved their homesteads 
and struggled through a harsh way of life. The 1900 census reveals that 
approximately 55,000 African American people in both Indian Territory 
and Oklahoma Territory had become Oklahoma settlers.

One of the early prominent African American settlers was Edward Mc-
Cabe, who had held the office of State Auditor in Kansas. When he wasn’t 
re-nominated for that office, he came to Oklahoma in 1889 and settled 
near Guthrie. He bought 160 acres of land somewhat east of the city and 
founded the town of Langston. He started a newspaper and sent messen-
gers to the South to encourage other African American settlers to come 
to the town that he had staked out for African Americans only. It was his 
dream to found an African American state, governed and populated by a 
majority of African American people. Many like McCabe envisioned two 
states, one for African Americans and one for Indians. Although McCabe 
never realized his dream of an African American state, the Republican 
Party appointed him to serve as Deputy Territory Auditor, the first Afri-
can American to hold a major political office in Indian Territory. Langs-
ton never became the African American metropolis he envisioned, but 
it did become the site of Langston University, the first African American 
institution of higher learning in the state of Oklahoma.

Just as the African American troops known as Buffalo Soldiers played 
an important role in keeping intruders out of lands being opened for 
settlement, African American lawmen helped to settle the territory into 
a law-abiding state. Ike Rogers and the famous Bass Reeves were deputy 
U.S. marshals.

Green I. Currin of Kingfisher was elected to the legislature in 1890. He 
was joined in 1893 by a second African American legislator, D. J. Wallace 
of Guthrie. These lawmakers pushed civil rights legislation and educa-
tion for African Americans but failed to get the legislation into law. They 
served only one term each.

In 1897, laws separating African Americans from whites were enacted 
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over vigorous protests and opposition from African American citizens. The 
same battles were fought when Indian Territory and Oklahoma Territory 
became a state, and legislative leaders were working on a state constitu-
tion. Despite all efforts to prevent the segregationist constitution from 
becoming law, a constitution embracing discrimination and segregation 
was adopted. Oklahoma thus became a “Jim Crow” state or one which 
discriminated against African Americans.

Days of Segregation in Oklahoma. The first government formed af-
ter statehood implemented segregation or separation of the races. In fact, 
the first bill that came before the Oklahoma Senate was a “Jim Crow” 
measure which would segregate the races in public transportation. The 
bill required separate railroad cars, waiting rooms, and rest rooms for Af-
rican American passengers. Laws were also passed to provide for separate 
schools. Jim Crowism became an important part of Oklahoma society, 
remaining undisturbed for almost half a century.

Although the laws dealing with segregation we The intent of the Jim 
Crow laws initiated by the passage of Senate Bill 1 (in post-Reconstruc-
tion Southern states) was to legally enforce racial segregation and under-
mine the rights of African Americans, particularly in public spaces, edu-
cation, transportation, and voting. These laws aimed to maintain white 
supremacy by institutionalizing racial discrimination after the abolition of 
slavery.

The effect of these laws was widespread racial inequality. They disen-
franchised Black voters through literacy tests, poll taxes, and grandfather 
clauses, and upheld segregation in nearly every aspect of public life. This 
created a system of second-class citizenship for African Americans, lead-
ing to generations of economic, social, and political disadvantage. re op-
pressive to all African American people, none were so oppressive or long-
lasting as the laws segregating the races in public education.

“Separate but equal” was a false phrase used to describe the educational 
system. Everyone knew that they were certainly “separate,” but hardly 
“equal.” African American teachers received less pay, and African Ameri-
can schools received less money on which to operate. In fact, the man-
ner in which money was allocated to public schools helped to maintain a 
segregated, inferior school system for African American children. African 
American schools were far apart. For example, African American children 
in “Blue Branch,” which was near the present town of Byars, had to ride 
the bus some forty miles to Norman in order to go to school.
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A prominent African American educator in Oklahoma was Dr. E. 
C. Moon. After working in several locations as a classroom teacher, the 
Langston-educated teacher became principal of Douglass High School in 
northeast Oklahoma City, serving in that position for twenty-one years. 
He became president of the Oklahoma Association for Negro Teach-
ers in 1929 and remained in leadership positions for many years after-
ward. Later he was elected to the Oklahoma City Board of Education 
and served as its president during the difficult early days of integration. 
His work earned him the title “Dean of African American Educators” in 
Oklahoma.

Roscoe Dunjee was editor of The Black Dispatch newspaper in Okla-
homa City for many years. He worked tirelessly with the National Asso-
ciation for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) for legislation 
and changes in the law that would provide better opportunities for Afri-
can American children. In 1946, a constitutional amendment was passed 
to increase the building levy (money collected by law) and to increase the 
amount of money to be used for African American schools.

A prominent educator who also worked to bring about changes 
through the NAACP was Emma Lou Freeman. In 1947, she sued the 
Oklahoma City School Board because her salary was less than that of her 
white counterparts. Her lawsuit requested the courts to order the Okla-
homa City Board of Education to equalize its pay scale. The school board 
complied with the request before the court handed down a decision, but 
the court handed down the decision anyway as a guideline. That decision 
was in favor of Emma Lou Freeman.

Efforts of educators such as Dr. E. C. Moon and Emma Lou Freeman 
did not overcome the oppressive effects of discrimination and segregation, 
but their achievements greatly reduced illiteracy and improved opportu-
nities among African Americans in Oklahoma. Their accomplishments 
marked giant steps in achieving full civil rights.

African American history is filled with frustration and struggle. Listed 
below are some of the significant facts and events that mark the struggles 
of African Americans in education:

1. For 58 years, from 1897 to 1955, racially segregated separate schooling 
at both the common school and higher education levels was required by law in 
Oklahoma, as in most other Southern and border states.

2. African American students attended schools that were segregated and 
separated from those attended by all other non-African American students 

Unit Six Feature  Unit Six Feature  Unit Six Feature  Unit Six Feature  Unit Six Feature  Unit Six Feature  Unit Six Feature

414   Features for Unit Six



during the period and shortly thereafter.
3. Langston University was the sole source of higher education in Okla-

homa for African American students.
4. African American schools were inferior to non-Af-

rican American schools in terms of finance-related fac-
tors, including facilities, supplies and equipment, cur-
riculum offerings, textbooks and teacher materials, class 
size and structure, and teaching salaries. More money 
per student was spent to educate non-African American 
students than to educate African American students at 
both the common school and higher education levels.

5. The 1954 Brown II decision indicated that sepa-
rate schools were “inherently unequal.” It decreed that 
school districts were required to eliminate the dual 
(separate school) system “with all deliberate speed.”

6. Title VI of the 1964 Civil Rights Act required 
that educational institutions be desegregated, or be in 
the process of becoming desegregated, as a condition for 
receiving federal funds.

7. The 1973 Adams decision required states to assume 
responsibility for dismantling the dual higher education 
system as a condition for receiving federal funds. Okla-
homa and other Southern and border states still not 
desegregated were affected.

The Ada Lois Sipuel case and the George McLau-
rin case were also significant factors.

It is quite clear that educational opportunities for 
African Americans and for all other minorities have 
greatly improved since the 1954 Brown decision by 
the United States Supreme Court. It is equally clear 
that there is more to be done. 

One of the greatest obstacles to full equality other 
than lack of educational opportunities was legislation 
that barred most African Americans from the right to vote. The first gov-
ernor of the state, Charles N. Haskell, called a special session of the legis-
lature to devise ways to keep African American people from voting. With 
the governor’s leadership, the legislature passed the “Grandfather Clause” 
for voters. The law required a person to be able to write and read a sec-

William H. Murray
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tion of the Oklahoma Constitution, unless that person had ancestors who 
could vote as of January 1, 1866. Groups of African Americans, members 
of the Republican Party, and other minority parties unsuccessfully fought 
against the legislation with its obvious purpose of denying the vote to 
thousands of African American citizens. Perhaps their enthusiasm to deny 
the vote to African American was fired by the election of A. C. Hamlin 
to the legislature. He was the first African American to serve in the Okla-
homa Legislature after statehood. The student of history can only guess at 
Hamlin’s feelings when the legislature, of which he was a member, passed 
laws designed to limit the voting rights of African Americans, or when he 
heard speeches in support of the grandfather clause.

The constitutionality of the legislation was challenged in the courts. 
African American lawyers, led by A. G. W. Sango and J. Coody Jackson, 
fought the highly discriminatory legislation for over five years. Finally, a 
test case came out of Kingfisher where two registrars denied registration 
to African Americans under the grandfather clause. Federal charges were 
filed and appealed until the case came before the United States Supreme 
Court. The court declared in Guinn vs. United States (1915) that the 
grandfather clause was unconstitutional.

Then the state lawmakers turned to literacy tests as a means to deny the 
ballot to African American voters. Governor Robert L. Williams asked the 
legislature to submit a constitutional amendment to the people requiring 
that all voters be able to read and write. Since it required that all voters, 
African American and white, meet the same requirement, the governor 
thought the courts would hold that the legislation was constitutional. 
Because the people did not want to submit the measure to the courts for 
another long, expensive court battle and because they felt that the law 
would disenfranchise (take the vote away from) many whites as well, the 
proposed constitutional amendment was defeated.

Finally, the Oklahoma Legislature passed the Registration Law, whereby 
people who had voted in 1914, or who were eligible to vote in 1914, 
were automatically eligible to vote. Since the previous laws that had not 
allowed African Americans to vote were not ruled unconstitutional until 
1915, this law effectively denied the ballot to African American voters. 
The law was not overturned until 1939 when the United States Supreme 
Court ruled in a case brought against county election officials by I. W. 
Lane.

After the 1930s, state leaders ceased official efforts designed to deny 
voting privileges to African American citizens in Oklahoma.
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RALPH ELLISON. Ralph Waldo Ellison was an American novel-
ist, literary critic, scholar, and writer. Ellison is best known for his novel 
Invisible Man, which won the National Book Award in 1953.

Named after Ralph Waldo Emerson, Ellison was born in Oklahoma 
City to Lewis Alfred Ellison and Ida Millsap. Ellison’s father was a small-
business owner and a construction foreman who died — when Ralph was 
three years old.

In 1933, Ellison entered the Tuskegee Institute on a scholarship to 
study music. While there, he spent increasing amounts of time in the 
library, reading up on modernist classics. 

After his third year, Ellison moved to New York City to study sculpture 
and photography. He met author Richard Wright. Wright encouraged 
Ellison to pursue a career in writing fiction. His first published story was 
entitled Hymie’s Bull, inspired by his “hoboing” on a train.

Wright was then openly associated with the Communist Party, and Elli-
son was publishing and editing for communist publications. Both Wright 
and Ellison lost their faith in the Communist Party during World War II, 
feeling the party had betrayed African Americans and replaced Marxist 
class politics with social reformism. Ellison began writing Invisible Man, a 
novel that was, in part, his response to the party’s betrayal.

World War II was nearing its end when Ellison, reluctant to serve in 
the segregated army, chose merchant marine service over the draft. From 
1947 to 1951, he earned some money writing book reviews but spent 
most of his time working on Invisible Man.

Published in 1952, Invisible Man explores the theme of man’s search 
for his identity and place in society, from the perspective of an unnamed 
black man in the New York City of the 1930s. Ellison’s characters are dis-
passionate, educated, articulate, and self-aware. Ellison explores contrasts 
between  Northern and Southern varieties of racism and their alienating 
effect. The narrator is, figuratively, “invisible” in that “people refuse to 
see” him, and he also experiences a kind of dissociation. The novel, won 
the 1953 U.S. National Book Award for Fiction.

The award was his ticket into the American literary establishment. In 
1955, Ellison went abroad to Europe to travel and lecture before settling 
for a time in Rome, Italy. In 1958, Ellison returned to the United States 
to take a position teaching American and Russian literature at Bard Col-
lege and to begin a second novel, Juneteenth. 

In 1964, Ellison published Shadow and Act, a collection of essays, and 
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began to teach at Rutgers University and Yale University, while continu-
ing to work on his novel. The following year, a survey of 200 prominent 
literary figures proclaimed Invisible Man the most important novel since 
World War II.

In 1969, he received the Presidential Medal of Freedom; in 1970, he 
was made a Chevalier of the Ordre des Arts et des Lettres by France and 
became a faculty member at New York University as the Albert Sch-
weitzer Professor of Humanities, serving until 1980.

In 1975, Ellison was elected to The American Academy of Arts and 
Letters and his hometown of Oklahoma City honored him with the 
dedication of the Ralph Waldo Ellison Library. Ellison was also an ac-
complished sculptor, musician, photographer, and college professor. He 
taught at Bard College, Rutgers University, the University of Chicago, 
and New York University. He was a charter member of the Fellowship of 
Southern Writers.

Ralph Ellison died on April 16, 1994, of pancreatic cancer, and was 
buried at Trinity Church Cemetery in New York City. 

Economic Problems. The Great Depression of the 1930s was a terri-
ble economic time for all Oklahoma citizens, but it was particularly harsh 
for African Americans.

Poorer educational opportunities and voting restrictions had a profound 
(deep) effect upon the mental and emotional well-being of African Amer-
icans. Economic restrictions and oppression affected their total quality of 
life, including adequate health care. No laws had to be passed to tell the 
African American man or woman to “stay in his or her place.” The very 
logic that supported a Jim Crow society dictated the place they would 
occupy. It would have been unusual for African Americans not to occupy 
the bottom rung of the economic ladder, for rarely was segregation di-
vorced (separated) from discrimination in other areas of life.

For many years, African Americans were small farmers. As the Great 
Depression deepened, the African American farmer’s economic woes 
worsened. The hardships of the depression caused African American and 
white farmers to lose their mortgaged lands to the banks. In the decade 
of the thirties, more than 37,000 Oklahoma African Americans gave up 
farming. This was a trend that would continue to the present day.

As African Americans lost their farms, they migrated to the cities, es-
pecially to Oklahoma City and Tulsa. By 1970, more than 50 percent of 
Oklahoma’s African American population lived in those two metropolitan 
areas.

Unit Six Feature  Unit Six Feature  Unit Six Feature  Unit Six Feature  Unit Six Feature  Unit Six Feature  Unit Six Feature

418   Features for Unit Six



The shift in the African American population from rural to urban 
sites changed the occupations but not the economics of their lives. Most 
African Americans who got jobs found them in domestic service or un-
skilled labor — low-paying jobs at best. They had simply exchanged rural 
poverty for urban poverty. Crowded, poor housing and living conditions 
became the breeding ground for trouble.

African American professionals and businessmen found that segrega-
tion did provide some opportunities for them. In a sense, they had a pro-
fessional monopoly. Teachers, preachers, doctors, 
lawyers, and merchants found roles for themselves 
in the segregated African American communities. 
However, since their clients were impoverished, 
their services were not so profitable in the African 
American community, and the facilities (schools, 
churches, and hospitals) were not so modern or 
well-equipped. African American lawyers had a 
particularly difficult time because rarely did Afri-
can Americans get to serve on a jury.

The National Association for the Advancement 
of Colored People (NAACP) came to Oklahoma 
in 1904. A prominent African American leader 
who helped the NAACP to develop as a major 
force against violence and discrimination was 
Roscoe Dunjee. A minister and a newspaperman, 
founder of the Black Dispatch, his leadership in 
both the state and national NAACP organiza-
tions were forceful and recognized. He was an 
avid spokesman and worker for civil rights. He 
enjoyed respect from both African American and 
white communities.

Dunjee was responsible for African Americans being allowed to serve 
on juries. He urged African American voter registration and participation 
at the polls, even when it was dangerous to do so. He voted himself, even 
though he had to have a police escort to the polls. Dunjee also organized 
a chapter of the National Negro Business League.

No movement of any consequence was started in Oklahoma for a pe-
riod of forty years without the counsel, and usually the active support, of 
Roscoe Dunjee. He was a strong supporter of excellence in education. He 
never believed that excellence could be possible as long as schools were 
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segregated. Perhaps one of the best testimonies to Dunjee’s work was ut-
tered by one of Dunjee’s political foes. Governor William H. “Alfalfa Bill” 
Murray said, “You fellows have been listening to Roscoe Dunjee, and he’s 
a hundred years ahead of his time.”

A crack in the wall of discrimination occurred when African Americans 
won the right to be seated as jurors in Oklahoma courts of law. Mrs. 
Clara McFall became the first African American to serve on an Oklahoma 
jury. A part of the legal tradition of Oklahoma and the nation is that of 
being tried by a jury of one’s peers. As a result, jury panels are to be made 
up of citizens from all economic, social and ethnic groups. But the right 
to serve as a juror was won for African American citizens only after a 
hard-fought battle. Several suits were filed to remove the exclusion of Af-
rican Americans from juries. It was not until 1935 that a suit was success-
ful. The case of Jesse Hollins vs. The State of Oklahoma set the precedent 
for the state and the nation, outlawing the exclusion of African Americans 
from juries.

Transportation. During World War II, African American soldiers 
from all sections of the nation experienced changes in policies of segrega-
tion in the armed services. The services were not completely desegregated 
as the war began, but rapid changes eliminated discrimination and segre-
gation in the armed forces. Soldiers who grew up in the south and who 
had never known any other way of life, traveled throughout the United 
States and the world and experienced nonsegregation. When those ser-
vicemen returned from the front lines of battle, it was particularly humili-
ating to “go to the back of the bus” in pubic transportation.

The first law enacted after Oklahoma became a state was one that 
required separate coaches, waiting rooms, drinking fountains, and rest-
rooms for African Americans. The law took effect in February, 1908. On 
June 3, 1946, the United States Supreme Court ruled that laws requiring 
segregation of races on public vehicles could not apply to interstate public 
transportation. On November 13, 1956, the court ruled that all such laws 
were unconstitutional, whether in-state or interstate. In February, 1965, 
the Oklahoma Legislature repealed the 1908 law. The walls of discrimina-
tion began to crumble.

Public Accommodations. Before 1965, there were laws in Oklahoma 
for segregation of all public accommodations. Tradition rather than laws 
caused segregation in restaurants, hotels, barber shops, libraries, and even 
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city parks.
The end of discrimination in public accommodations began in the 

1950s. After World War II, African American leaders grew more insistent 
about the right of all citizens to use tax-supported institutions. In 1950, 
the new Central Library in Oklahoma City was opened to all. The bond 
issue for the library had strong support from 
the African American voting constituency.

A few African Americans began to go to 
city parks, including the zoo. The NAACP 
stood ready to file suit in case African Ameri-
cans were refused entrance, but all were 
admitted. Shortly, all citizens were using the 
city parks and enjoying the zoo, without inci-
dent or difficulty.

However, desegregation of other public 
accommodations came more slowly. Those 
segregated by tradition were more difficult 
to desegregate than were those segregated by 
law because unjust laws can be ruled uncon-
stitutional by the courts. Since there were few 
laws involving segregation of public accom-
modations, desegregation had to be accom-
plished through means other than the courts. 

African Americans first tried negotiations. 
Under the leadership of NAACP Youth 
Council Advisor Clara Luper, members of 
the council tried to convince owners and 
managers to open their doors to all citizens, 
African American and white, on an equal 
basis. When negotiations failed, Mrs. Luper, 
Caroline Burke, and other members of the 
council tried a new tactic — the sit-in.

The nation’s first sit-in occurred at a lunch counter at the downtown 
Oklahoma City Katz Drug Store. The lunch counter operation had previ-
ously allowed African Americans to buy food and drink to be eaten else-
where. After days of sit-ins, African Americans were finally served at the 
counter.

As sit-ins occurred at other downtown lunch counters, the African 
American community appealed to city churches for support. On August 
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25, 1958, the Daily Oklahoman reported, “Members of the NAACP orga-
nization attended twenty white churches Sunday to call attention to their 
drive of the past week to gain the privilege of eating with white customers 
in Oklahoma City restaurants and businesses.”

On September 16, 1958, the General Board of the Oklahoma City 
Council of Churches, composed of a heavy majority 
of white ministers, called segregation “undemocratic, 
un-Christian, and inhuman.”

Yet, in 1960, the NAACP Youth Council still 
found discrimination in downtown Oklahoma City 
eating establishments. The African American youths 
planned to picket against businesses discriminating 
against African Americans. Police kept watch over 
the demonstrations but did not interfere because the 
protests were orderly and the participants were law-
abiding.

At the Civic Center Grill, Mrs. Luper and her 
troop of teenage protestors were locked in, subjected 
to physical threats and personal abuse. They used 
their last three quarters to call NAACP leaders to tell 
them of their difficult situation. Shortly, Dr. E. C. 
Moon, attorney E. Melvin Porter, and others came 
to the grill. Youthful protestors recall, “Our hearts 
leaped with joy, and tears clouded our eyes as Attor-
ney Porter requested through the back screen door 
our release. We listened as Dr. Moon taught Mr. 
McNeil (the owner) a lesson in American democracy 

and as Attorney Porter explained to Mr. McNeil the laws of our great 
country.”

In 1961, the sit-ins and demonstrations continued. The Reverend 
Robert G. McDole, a Catholic priest, joined the sit-ins. Many were ar-
rested. The movements broadened to other Oklahoma cities. Protests and 
sit-ins continued throughout the sixties. Finally, in 1968 the Oklahoma 
Legislature enacted legislation bringing state laws into compliance with 
the 1964 Federal Civil Rights Act. These laws took effect in 1969, mak-
ing it unlawful to segregate or discriminate on the basis of race in public 
accommodations.

After numerous lawsuits, education in the state of Oklahoma moved 
toward quality and equality. Some of these lawsuits should be noted as 
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major steps toward integrated public education in Oklahoma.
One of the first suits was filed by Ada Lois Sipuel, an honor graduate 

of Langston University. She was denied admission to the University of 
Oklahoma School of Law in 1946. After Miss Sipuel was denied admis-
sion, Roscoe Dunjee went with her to the office of Dr. George Cross, 
president of the University of Oklahoma. Dr. Cross and other university 
officials agreed that Miss Sipuel was scholastically qualified for admission. 
However, Dr. Cross had been instructed to deny all African Americans 
admission to the university. These instructions came from his Board of 
Regents. Upon request, Dr. Cross provided Miss Sipuel a written denial 
of admission in which he recognized her scholastic qualifications, stating 
that her denial of admission was based solely on race. After three years 
of court fights and appeals, on June 18, 1949, Ada Lois Sipuel-Fisher 
enrolled in the School of Law. The Sipuel case broke the barriers of dis-
crimination against African Americans in Oklahoma higher education. In 
1992, Governor David Walters appointed Sipuel-Fisher to the Board of 
Regents of the University of Oklahoma

Another court case, McLaurin vs. The Oklahoma State Regents for 
Higher Education, et. al, resulted in G. W. McLaurin’s being admitted to 
the College of Education at the University of Oklahoma. However, Mr. 
McLaurin was segregated in the classrooms, in the cafeteria, and at other 
facilities. In 1950, a U.S. Supreme Court decision settled the matter for 
good. Discriminatory actions against Mr. McLaurin were declared uncon-
stitutional. State facilities for higher education were then legally opened 
to African Americans on an equal basis with whites.

Desegregation in public schools came more slowly and painfully. Al-
though school integration began in 1955, on July 12, 1963, Federal 
District Judge Luther Bohanon ruled that the Oklahoma City Public 
Schools were still not truly integrated. Two years later, Judge Bohanon 
again addressed the problem by ruling that the Oklahoma City Board 
of Education must take positive and affirmative steps to eliminate racial 
segregation.

Residential patterns resulting in ethnic grouping caused most of the 
segregation. There was no action on the part of educational leaders to do 
anything to bring about full integration in spite of residential patterns. 
Through the directions of the courts and subsequent actions by the local 
school administration and Board of Education, steps toward full integra-
tion of students, teachers, and support personnel were finally taken.

 A story of African American experience in Oklahoma would be incom-
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plete without recognizing the accomplishments of Hannah D. Atkins, the 
first African American woman to win a seat in the Oklahoma House of 
Representatives, and E. Melvin Porter, an Oklahoma City attorney who 
was the first African American man to be elected to the Oklahoma Sen-
ate.

Mrs. Atkins was the wife of the late Dr. Charles Atkins, Oklahoma 
City’s first African American councilman. In the 1968 general election, 
she defeated George R. Cupp for the District 97 seat in the Oklahoma 
House of Representatives. In the 1970 legislative session alone, Mrs. 

Atkins was author or co-author of 24 bills and seven 
citations. A major piece of legislation authored by her 
which had excellent results in the health and well-
being of Oklahoma’s school children was a law requir-
ing immunization for all children entering Oklahoma 
schools for the first time.

After leaving her seat in the legislature, Mrs. Atkins 
served in the United Nations and in the Department 
of Human Services, where she concentrated her ef-
forts toward improving the life of the aged citizens of 
Oklahoma. She also served as Oklahoma’s Secretary of 
State. She died in 2010.

Vicki Miles-LaGrange, an honor graduate of Vassar 
and Howard University School of Law, quickly became 
a strong voice in the legislature. Known as a hard-
working, knowledgeable senator, Miles-LaGrange par-
ticularly championed causes that improved educational 
opportunities and services for children, better health 
care, expanded and more effective community services, 
and environmental issues, among many others. Since 
her advent into public life, she has received more than 

60 honors and recognitions for her work, including being named in 1994 
to Attorney-General Janet Reno’s Advisory Committee.

In 1993, Miles-LaGrange served as U.S. Attorney in the Oklahoma 
Western Federal District. Recommended by U.S. Senator David Boren 
and nominated by President Bill Clinton, Miles-LaGrange received unani-
mous approval by the U.S. Senate to become U.S. District Judge for the 
Western District. She was sworn in on December 16, 1994, and was the 
first African American Federal judge appointed in the 10th Judicial Cir-
cuit. She was Chief Judge from 2008-2015.
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Oklahoma Women 
with the Pioneer Spirit

Social Reform. At age thirty-eight, Kate Barnard, Com-
missioner of Charities and Corrections, was one of the first 
women in the nation elected to a statewide office. The year 
was 1908. At that time, as a woman, she didn’t even have the 
right to vote.

When Kate Barnard took office, Oklahoma was boarding 
its prisoners in Kansas prisons. Rumors of inhumane treat-
ment in the Kansas prison at Lansing, where most of the 
Oklahoma prisoners were held, led Kate to travel to Kansas 
to tour the facility herself. It was her duty as commissioner 
to inspect jails and prisons where Oklahoma prisoners were 
held, even if those prisons were in another state.

The Lansing warden questioned her right to tour the 
prison as a state official. However, he offered to show her 
through the prison as a private citizen. A member of the gov-
erning board for the prison also tried to prevent Kate from 
making the inspection, but the Kansas officials were dealing 
with a ninety-pound dynamo. Her only purpose in life was 
to help the poor and downtrodden and to rehabilitate, if 
possible, those who had gone wrong and had wound up in 
prison.

“I am commissioned by a million and a half Oklahoma 
citizens to investigate this penitentiary. Either show me 
through as a state officer of Oklahoma, or order me out. I 
shall do my duty here, unless I am forced from this institution,” declared 
Kate Barnard.

Blustering with threats to order her from the prison, the warden argued 
and argued. However, he had met his match. Finally, he conceded.

A new threat arose when Kate demanded to interview each Oklahoma 
prisoner in private. The conflict was resolved when the warden once again 
gave in to Kate’s request.

When Kate returned to Oklahoma, she gave a full report on the inhu-
mane treatment and the poor conditions in the Kansas prison. As a result, 
Kansas, Missouri, and Texas made some efforts toward prison reform. 
Oklahoma brought its prisoners home and built what was then a model 
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prison at McAlester.
Prisoners were not Kate Barnard’s only interest. Her great concern 

was for impoverished children. She found them in public institutions in 
shocking numbers, in pest houses of filth, disease, semi-starvation and 
brutal treatment.

Kate was far ahead of her time. She recognized the physical and mental 
impact of poverty upon children, and she observed that crime is often 
directly related to that circumstance. She recognized that alcoholism is 
an illness and that alcoholics need treatment, not imprisonment. She also 
knew that most prisoners had few, if any, work skills.

Because of her intelligence, keen observations, character, and foresight, 
the first legislature passed twenty-two bills which she had sponsored. It 
followed her leadership in establishing all the major state institutions, in-
cluding schools for delinquents, the blind, deaf, insane, mentally ill, and 
orphaned.

Her crusading spirit took her one step too far. When she discovered 
that some white Oklahomans were getting themselves appointed as 
guardians to Indian orphans, and then cheating them of their inheri-
tances, she asked the legislature for the power to intervene on behalf of 
the children. They gave her the power and then took it away when some 
prominent Oklahomans brought pressure on the legislature to cut her 
funds. Without the funds, she could do nothing.

Kate Barnard left office in 1914, defeated and ill. But she had helped 
to write the Constitution of the State of Oklahoma, and she had helped 
to get important legislation passed to protect those who could not protect 
themselves.

Civil Rights. On a hot day in August, 1958, led by Clara M. Luper 
and supported by numerous other African American leaders, 13 African 
American youths entered the downtown Oklahoma City Katz Drug 
Store. They sat down at the lunch counter and waited to be served. They 
waited in vain. The group returned the next day but received the same 
treatment.

On the way to the drug store, after an emotional meeting of the 
NAACP Youth Council, and after long consultations with other African 
American leaders and with parents of the children, Mrs. Luper wondered 
if they were really ready for a nonviolent war. True, they had worked for 
months studying nonviolence as a way of overcoming injustices. But were 
they ready? Did they have the strength to hold to the principles of non-
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violence? Did they have the discipline to endure, without returning insult 
for insult, ridicule for ridicule, blood for blood, until the white society 
could lose its fears and hostilities and learn to respect the African Ameri-
can man, woman, and child? Would they help to bring about the dream 
of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., where a people are judged by “the content  
of their character,” not by the color of their skin?

The Katz Drug Store was a part of the hub of business in downtown 
Oklahoma City. Located at Main and Robinson, it was the heart of the 
city. African Americans were permitted to shop in the store, and they 
could order sandwiches and drinks to go. Orders were placed in paper 
sacks to be eaten outside. But they could not sit at the counter and be 
served.

Mrs. Luper and her thirteen young soldiers marched into the drug store 
and sat down in the “for whites only” territory. Among the 13 were her 
own children.

The waitresses were nervous, and one of them asked what they wanted.
Barbara Posey spoke, “We’d like thirteen Cokes, please.”
“You may have them to go,” the waitress replied.
“We’ll drink them here,” Barbara said, as she placed a $5 bill on the 

counter.
The waitress called for assistance.
Mrs. Luper remained outwardly poised and calm when the manager 

reproached her.
“Mrs. Luper, you take these children out of here — this moment! This 

moment, I say. Did you hear me?”
“Thirteen Cokes, please,” Mrs. Luper said quietly.
“Mrs. Luper, if you don’t move these colored children, what do you 

think my white customers will say? You know better, Clara. I don’t blame 
the children. I blame you. You are just a troublemaker.”

Those customers who didn’t leave grew hostile, and tensions built. Ra-
cial slurs and threats filled the air. But Clara Luper and the thirteen chil-
dren continued to sit, waiting to be served. It was a long afternoon.

Mrs. Luper later wrote, “It had been a long evening. Barbara, Gwen, 
and I had a quick conference and we decided to leave without cracking a 
dent in the wall.” But they had passed the test. They were indeed ready 
for nonviolent protests that would eventually bring down the walls of 
discrimination and segregation.

The walls first came down at Katz Drug. Within two days, the compa-
ny announced that its thirty-eight outlets in Missouri, Oklahoma, Kan-
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sas, and Iowa would serve all people regardless of race, creed, or color.
After being served at Katz, the group went to other downtown lunch 

counters where they were served — sometimes reluctantly. But at the 
John A. Brown Store, the management staunchly resisted serving African 
Americans at the lunch counter. Because the opening of school was rap-
idly approaching, the young protestors had to bow to that resistance.

After the sit-ins, the NAACP leaders tried negotiations, peaceful 
marches to the State Capitol, and finally a boycott of downtown busi-
nesses — an 11-month boycott without violence.

The sit-ins did not stop. They continued into the mid-sixties. In 
1961, as Mrs. Luper sat at a John A. Brown’s lunch counter, waiting to 
be served, she had plenty of time to think, to remember, and to write. “I 
constantly thanked God for memory and I wrote, prayed for my people 
— some of them were African American and some were white. I wrote 
letters to America,” said Mrs. Luper.

Dear America,
This morning, James Arthur Edwards started singing from the “Shores of 

Tripoli.” Listen, we are waiting. Waiting for a hamburger, and in that ham-
burger, the whole essence of Democracy lies.

Your citizen,
Clara Luper

Time passed, tempers flared and then cooled, and public accommo-
dations were finally open to all citizens, regardless of race. The work of 
Clara Luper and her NAACP Youth Council became a civil rights infor-
mation center and proved that changes could come about nonviolently 
under the government of the United States of America.

How did the sit-ins succeed? Many reasons have been given to account 
for their success. The youthful ages of the protestors made them less 
threatening than adults would have been. Their ages also made violent 
reactions to their presence less likely. They were a well-mannered, disci-
plined group who never retaliated against those who cursed them. They 
had the sympathy of many city and state officials, including Governor 
J. Howard Edmondson. Certainly the demonstration was effective. But 
perhaps the best reason for its success was the courage and the pioneering 
spirit of the leader — Clara Luper.

FOURTEENTH AMENDMENT. The judicial interpretation of the 
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Equal Protection Clause of the Fourteenth Amendment has evolved sig-
nificantly since its ratification in 1868. Originally intended to protect the 
rights of formerly enslaved people, the clause broadly guarantees that no 
state shall “deny to any person within its jurisdiction the equal protection 
of the laws.” 

Early interpretations, however, were narrow. In cases like Plessy v. Fer-
guson (1896), the Supreme Court upheld the constitutionality of racial 
segregation under the “separate but equal” doctrine, severely limiting the 
clause’s power to combat racial discrimination. 

This restrictive view persisted until the mid-20th century when the 
Court adopted a more expansive interpretation. The landmark decision 
in Brown v. Board of Education (1954) overturned Plessy, declaring that 
segregation in public education violated the Equal Protection Clause be-
cause separate facilities are inherently unequal. 

Since then, judicial interpretation has extended the clause’s protections 
beyond race, addressing discrimination based on gender, legitimacy, and, 
more recently, sexual orientation and identity. 

Courts have developed various levels of scrutiny—strict, intermediate, 
and rational basis review—to evaluate different types of discrimination 
claims. Through these evolving interpretations, the Equal Protection 
Clause has become a vital tool for challenging laws and practices that 
perpetuate inequality, reflecting the judiciary’s growing recognition of a 
broader commitment to fairness and civil rights in American constitu-
tional law.

TULSA PUBLIC SCHOOLS DESEGRATION. In the years follow-
ing the Civil Rights Movement, Tulsa Public Schools faced a deep and 
painful reckoning with the legacy of segregation. Nowhere was this more 
visible than at Booker T. Washington High School, a historic institution 
founded in 1913 to educate Black students in the Greenwood District—
the same area known as “Black Wall Street” before its devastation in the 
1921 Tulsa Race Massacre.

By the late 1960s and early 1970s, pressure mounted on Tulsa to deseg-
regate its schools. Rather than face a court-ordered mandate, the district 
chose a voluntary path, with Booker T. Washington at the center of the 
experiment. The school was transformed into a “magnet school,” de-
signed to attract students from across racial and economic lines through 
its prestigious academic and arts programs. Admission policies were struc-
tured to maintain a racial balance—typically aiming for roughly 50% 
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Black and 50% white students, though exact percentages shifted over 
time.

At first, the results seemed promising. Students from across Tulsa en-
rolled, lured by the promise of elite academics, specialized programs, and 
a sense of purpose tied to civil rights ideals. Booker T. Washington be-
came a national model for voluntary desegregation, praised for its innova-
tion and community support.

Yet, the consequences of the initiative were complex. For many Black 
students and families, the magnet model was a source of pride, offering 
unprecedented educational opportunities and access to resources long 
denied under segregation. But some also felt a loss of ownership over a 
school that had been a cultural cornerstone of the Black community. As 
white enrollment increased, tensions occasionally flared over issues of 
cultural representation, curriculum focus, and leadership.

Over time, maintaining the delicate racial balance proved difficult. 
Demographic shifts, suburbanization, and changes in district leadership 
challenged the sustainability of voluntary desegregation. The burden of 
“choice” often fell disproportionately on Black students, who faced pres-
sure to adapt to an environment that subtly centered whiteness in order 
to attract white families.

Today, Booker T. Washington High School stands as both a testament 
to the possibilities and limitations of voluntary desegregation. It remains 
one of Tulsa’s most prestigious high schools, academically strong and 
racially diverse compared to many others in the region. But the journey 
reveals how even well-intentioned efforts at racial equity can create new 
forms of inequality, especially when broader structural inequities remain 
unresolved.

EDDIE FAYE GATES. Eddie Faye Gates was a key figure in Okla-
homa’s history, particularly for her contributions to preserving the legacy 
of the 1921 Tulsa Race Massacre. As a historian, educator, and activist, 
Gates dedicated much of her life to uncovering and sharing the history 
of Black Tulsa, including the devastating events of the massacre, where 
a white mob attacked the prosperous Black community of Greenwood. 
Gates’ most notable work was her research and advocacy that led to the 
acknowledgment of the massacre’s impact on the community and the 
push for reparations. She played a crucial role in documenting survivors’ 
stories and fighting for the recognition of the destruction and injustice 
that occurred. Through her work, Gates helped ensure that the tragedy of 
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the Tulsa Race Massacre was not forgotten and highlighted the ongoing 
racial inequalities in Oklahoma. Her 
contributions were pivotal in promot-
ing historical justice for the victims 
and survivors of the massacre and the 
Black community as a whole. 

The Arts. In 1967, four 
American Indian prima ballerinas — 
Yvonne Chouteau, Marjorie Tallchief, 
Moscelyne Larkin, and Rosella High-
tower — first performed the “Four 
Moons” ballet, which had been cho-
reographed especially for them. Maria 
Tallchief did not participate in that 
unique event because she had already 
retired from the stage. These five 
Oklahoma ballerinas had achieved 
worldwide renown, each becoming 
the prima (top ballerina) for a major 
world-famous ballet company, the 
finest ballet companies in the West-
ern world. It is an artistic miracle that 
one state could produce five dancers 
of such quality, and even more mi-
raculous that two of them came from 
a single family.

In addition to coming from Okla-
homa, all the dancers shared a com-
mon bond in their Native American 
ancestry. Maria and Marjorie Tallchief came from the Osage tribe. Mosce-
lyne Larkin came from the Shawnee-Peoria tribe. Rosella Hightower came 
from the Choctaw tribe. Of the five, Yvonne Chouteau, a Shawnee-Cher-
okee, has maintained the closest relationship with her native state.

Yvonne Chouteau’s roots sink deep into Oklahoma’s history. She is a di-
rect descendent of Auguste Pierre Chouteau, who founded the first trad-
ing post in what is now the state of Oklahoma. There he established what 
became the oldest white settlement in the state. He was a wealthy trader 
who built a palatial (like a palace) home in the primitive wilderness.

“My Shawnee-Cherokee father, Corbett Edward Chouteau, was a great 
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influence on my choice to become a dancer,” recalled Ms. Chouteau. “He 
was a man who loved art and beauty. His father, though blind, played 
piano and taught violin. Father decided he wanted me to be either a 
dancer or an opera singer.”

She began her dancing career at age two and one-half. At age four, she 
represented Oklahoma in the Indian dances on American Indian Day at 
the World’s Fair in Chicago. At age fourteen, she joined the Ballet Russe 
De Monte Carlo, the youngest American ever accepted by that fabulous 
company. She danced with the world-famous ballet company for fourteen 
years, the last eight as their prima.

Celebrated for her sensitive, romantic roles, Yvonne Chouteau tri-
umphed in such ballet productions as Tchaikovsky’s Romeo and Juliet.

At age eighteen, she became the youngest member elected to the Okla-
homa Hall of Fame. She has been a goodwill ambassador for her state and 
her nation since childhood.

“No matter what nationality you are, your soul is communicated. 
That’s why dance is such an effective ambassador,” said Ms. Chouteau.

The life she chose for herself has been an exciting and glamorous one. 
It has required rigid discipline, extraordinary talent, perfectionism, and 
complete dedication.

Yvonne Chouteau and her husband, Miguel Terekhov, returned to her 
native state. They established Ballet Oklahoma, and they were artists-in-
residence at the University of Oklahoma, where they produced popu-
lar ballet with excellent quality. Many young people who have lived in 
Oklahoma were frequently exposed to ballet for the first time when they 
viewed one of the university productions.

From Oklahoma came more of the great ballerinas of our time than 
from any similar area of the world, but it has been a cultural exchange. 
The Indian ballerinas have brought cultural riches back to their native 
state. They have inspired young dancers to slip on dancing shoes and fol-
low in their dancing footsteps.

Government. The influence of women upon government was felt long 
before they won the right to vote. Yet relatively few women have had the 
opportunity to participate as elected officials who conduct the business 
of government on the state and national levels. Women have served as 
county officers and a few have been elected as district attorneys and state 
representatives in the legislature, but no woman has served as the gover-
nor of Oklahoma.
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Although their numbers have been few, they have left remarkable re-
cords of public services.

One of the first women elected to a major office in Oklahoma was Al-
ice Mary Robertson. She was the second woman ever elected to the U.S. 
Congress and the first woman to preside over the U.S. House of Represen-
tatives.

Although she was opposed to women’s suffrage, in 1920 she said of 
herself, “I am a Christian. I am an American. I am a Republican.” She 
left little doubt that those priorities were in that order. She then declared 
herself a candidate for Congress.

Even though she ran for office in a district heavily populated by Demo-
crats, she was elected in the Republican landslide of 1920. She claimed 
that she had run on the issues and her character, and she won.

“Miss Alice,” as she was often called, stood against slavery, against 
women’s suffrage, against veterans’ bonuses and pensions, and against 
alcohol. She fought against every movement to do away with prohibition.

She was full of contradictions, but people knew where she stood on the 
issues of the day. Someone described her as “a chip off Plymouth Rock 
removed to Oklahoma.” Often laughed at and mocked for her standards 
and her steadfast courage, she generously gave of her time, money, and 
efforts to improve the quality of life for others.

Fluent in the languages of the Five Civilized Tribes, Miss Alice and her 
mother opened their home to orphan Creek Indian girls. She established 
a school and an orphanage, and the school evolved into the University of 
Tulsa.

A strong, determined, generous woman, Alice Mary Robertson left 
her mark on the records of those who worked to make the world a better 
place in which to live.

In 1968, a new face appeared in state government. Hannah D. Atkins 
had been elected to represent District 19 in the Oklahoma House of Rep-
resentatives. Mrs. Atkins was the first African American woman elected to 
serve in the Oklahoma Legislature. She served in that position for twelve 
years before she moved to other arenas to champion the causes of human 
rights, education, public and mental health, and the elderly.

During her tenure in office, Mrs. Atkins’ hard work and devotion to 
legislation that would benefit the very young and the aged won her the 
respect, if not the support, of her colleagues. She referred to herself as a 
“back-bencher” in the legislature, but she found other back-benchers, and 
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they formed a coalition (united group) to get bills through the legislature.
In the 1970 legislative session alone, Mrs. Atkins was author or co-

author of twenty-four bills and seven citations. One of her most effective 
pieces of legislation was a law requiring immunization for all children 
entering Oklahoma schools for the first time.

A Southern-bred woman of considerable charm, Mrs. Atkins has not 
been one to accept the status quo (things as they are), particularly in 
those areas of major interest and concern to her.

While she was in the legislature, Mrs. Atkins expressed interest in im-
proving the lives of senior citizens. She worked hard for the passage of the 
Nursing Home Reform Act of 1980.

In 1980, President Jimmy Carter appointed Hannah Atkins as one of 
ten members of the U.S. delegation to the General Assembly of the Unit-
ed Nations.

When she returned to Oklahoma, she once again became involved in 
programs for the elderly. She was appointed director of the Special Unit 
on Aging and the Nontechnical Medical Program at the State Depart-
ment of Human Services. She visited nursing homes herself and studied 
living conditions for those Oklahomans living in nursing homes. She also 
worked to improve and expand the “Meals on Wheels” program so that 
senior citizens still living at home could have at least one hot meal a day 
delivered to their houses.

When Mrs. Jeannette Edmondson, widow of the late Governor J. 
Howard Edmondson, retired from the position of Secretary of State, 
Governor Henry Bellmon appointed Hannah Atkins to replace her. Mrs. 
Edmondson had been the first woman to serve as Oklahoma’s Secretary 
of State, and Mrs. Atkins became the first African American woman ap-
pointed to that high office.

In February 1982, Alma Wilson was officially sworn in as a justice on 
Oklahoma’s Supreme Court. She was the first woman ever to be appoint-
ed and to serve on Oklahoma’s highest court.

 As a justice on the state’s highest court, she said, “I have a prayer — a 
prayer that I remain dedicated to the pursuit of excellence, and that I 
refuse to respond to impulse. But I pray that I follow the law to wherever 
it takes me, with the courage to press for changes when necessary to pre-
serve the law.”

The law had taken Justice Wilson to the state’s highest judicial seat. In 
November, 1994, she became the first woman to be named Chief Justice 
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of the Oklahoma Supreme Court. Justice Yvonne Kauger became Vice-
Chief Justice. According to Howard Conyers, Administrative Director of 
Oklahoma’s courts, Oklahoma is the first state in which women held the 
top two judicial seats.

Justice Wilson had prepared herself well for her position. She had 
served as a special judge in Garvin County and as Cleveland County dis-
trict judge, positions that she held with distinction.

When Mrs. Wilson re-
ceived her law degree in 
1941, few women were able 
to obtain such a degree. 
She was one of only four 
women who were admitted 
to practice law in the state 
that year.

Jack Boyd, president of 
the Oklahoma Bar Associa-
tion, said at the time of the 
Oklahoma Supreme Court 
swearing-in, “It is only fit-
ting that women take their 
place on the benches of this 
country. It is a great honor 
that Wilson will be sitting 
on the highest bench in this 
state.”

A pioneer in corrections was Clara Waters. She became the first woman 
in the United States to serve as warden of a penitentiary. She accompa-
nied her husband to Granite Reformatory when he became warden in 
1920. Following his death in 1926, she moved to Norman, but she re-
turned to Granite in 1927 to accept the post herself.

Exceptionally well-educated for a woman of her day, Mrs. Waters 
established an accredited (certified) school at the reformatory during her 
husband’s time there. She established a good understanding relationship 
with “the boys,” and set about to fight the illiteracy that she found so ap-
palling.

Appointed to her position by Governor Henry Johnston, she served un-
der four governors — Johnston, W.J. Holloway, William H. “Alfalfa Bill” 
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Murray, and E.W. Marland.
Johnston bucked the tide of public opinion when he appointed a wom-

an as warden. Mrs. Waters later said that the turmoil just increased her 
determination to “make good.”

It was Alfalfa Bill Murray’s supervision that she later recalled most 
often. The spunky lady warden and the stubborn eccentric governor met 
head-on almost monthly. In a 1977 interview with writer M.J. VanDe-
venter, Mrs. Waters revealed that she always carried her written resigna-
tion in her hand to her meetings with Murray.

“I told him I’d never been fired from any job and I certainly didn’t wish 
to be fired from this one,” she said.

“Well, you can stay another month,” the governor would finally con-
cede.

Clara Waters served Murray’s entire four-year term, one month at a 
time.

When E.W. Marland took office, Mrs. Waters’ position became even 
more insecure. In the same 1977 interview, Mrs. Waters observed, “He 
just didn’t like the idea of having a woman as warden….I moved out al-
most immediately, and there hasn’t been a woman in the post since.” She 
added pointedly, “There should be, you know….”

Mrs. Waters is credited with affecting a number of significant changes 
in prison work. In addition to establishing sound educational programs, 
she influenced legislation requiring youthful offenders to be separated 
from hardened criminals.

Clara Waters was inducted into the Oklahoma Hall of Fame in 1934. 
Her most prized honor, however, was the one given her by the National 
Association of Wardens of Penal Institutions. They named her an “out-
standing member” of their group.

Clara Waters died April 28, 1977, at the age of eighty-eight.

In October, 1988, a national magazine named Principal Chief of the 
Cherokees Wilma Mankiller as one of the 100 most admired women in 
the United States. This was a remarkable honor for a woman who grew 
up in a time when Indian families found themselves in poverty.

As a young girl, Wilma Mankiller and her family were moved from 
Adair County to San Francisco. It was a government effort to bring ru-
ral Indians in contact with urban life. Chief Mankiller recalled “There 
were nine of us then — nine children — and two adults. They put us on 
a train to San Francisco, with no preparation at all.” Like other Indian 

Unit Six Feature  Unit Six Feature  Unit Six Feature  Unit Six Feature  Unit Six Feature  Unit Six Feature  Unit Six Feature

436   Features for Unit Six



families who had been relocated, the Mankiller family became part of the 
urban poor.

Out of the San Francisco experience, she became an activist for Indian 
causes.

This is a prime example of the U.S. government’s 
efforts to assimilate Native Americans into main-
stream urban culture and can be seen throughout 
the 20th century in the Bureau of Indian Affairs 
(BIA) activities. In 1953, the U.S. Congress estab-
lished a new policy towards Native Americans. This 
policy eliminated much government support for Na-
tive tribes and ended the protected trust status of all 
Native American-owned lands. This was called the 
Indian Relocation Act.

In response to this policy, the BIA began a volun-
tary urban relocation program. Native Americans 
could move from their rural tribes to metropolitan 
areas such as Chicago, Denver, Los Angeles, Cleve-
land, and Seattle. BIA pledged assistance with locat-
ing housing and employment. Numerous Native 
Americans made the move to cities. They struggled 
to adjust to life in a metropolis and faced unemploy-
ment, low-end jobs, discrimination, homesickness 
and the loss the traditional cultural support. The ur-
ban relocation program changed the face of cities as 
well as Native American culture. Native Americans, 
who returned to the reservation often, found they 
did not “fit in” with those who stayed behind. When 
BIA urban relocation efforts started nearly eight per-
cent of Native Americans lived in cities. The 2000 
Census noted that Native American population had 
risen to approximately sixty-four percent.

Wilma Mankiller later returned to her native state, intending to lead a 
quieter life. She went to work for the Cherokee Nation instead. There she 
used her many talents and soon came to the attention of tribal leaders. 
When Principal Chief Ross Swimmer was elected chief in 1983, Wilma 
Mankiller was elected deputy chief of the tribe. In 1985, when Swim-
mer left tribal government to head the Bureau of Indian Affairs in Wash-
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ington, D.C., Mankiller moved up to the position of principal chief. In 
1987 she made national news when she was elected in her own right. She 
became the first woman elected by the tribe to the position of tribal chief. 
In Oklahoma, Alice Brown Davis had been appointed chief of the Semi-
noles, but she had not been elected by the tribe.

National and international attention enabled Chief Mankiller to share 
her philosophy and her concerns for Native Americans with a worldwide 
audience. In 1987, Ms. magazine named her Woman of the Year. She did 
not seek re-election and ended her service as chief in 1994.

Perhaps Oklahoma’s most recognized woman in politics nationwide was 
Jeane Duane Jordan Kirkpatrick. Often mentioned as a possible candidate 
for Vice-President or even President of the United States, Dr. Kirkpatrick 
served her country as Ambassador to the United Nations, the highest of-
fice held by a woman from Oklahoma.

Dr. Kirkpatrick grew up in Duncan, where her father worked as an oil 
well drilling contractor. The major influence upon her, however, was her 
mother, who encouraged Jeane to become well educated. Dr. Kirkpatrick 
earned her degrees from nationally known universities.

While teaching at Georgetown University, she wrote an article on con-
servative politics that caught the attention of Ronald Reagan. He asked 
her to serve as foreign policy adviser in his presidential campaign of 1979. 
When he was elected president, he appointed her the U.S. Ambassador to 
the United Nations.

As ambassador, she became internationally known and respected. When 
she left the U.N., she returned to teaching and writing. At the 1988 
Republican National Convention, she was one of the national leaders 
chosen to nominate Vice-President George Bush to become the Repub-
lican candidate for President of the United States. Her views and advice 
continued to be sought by national leaders until her death in 2006.

Diversity in Oklahoma

Of all peoples living in Oklahoma, only a few Indian tribes can claim 
to be indigenous (lived in Oklahoma before anyone else). The Caddoes, 
Wichitas, Quapaws, Plains Apaches, and a few Osages can make such a 
claim. Others came to Oklahoma from other places. Other Indian tribes 
came as a result of forced removals.
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Europeans came from England, Ireland, Scotland, Germany, Poland, 
Czechoslovakia, and numerous other places. Hispanics came from Texas 
and Mexico. Vietnamese, Cambodians, and Koreans came from the Ori-
ent, for the most part because of Asian wars. Today, Japanese businessmen 
have come to manage Japanese-owned manufacturing plants, such as Hi-
tachi in Norman. These people have brought their cultures to blend with 
Indian, African American, European, and Western pioneer and cowboy 
cultures that came into Oklahoma during territorial days.

The major inflow of settlers occurred after Oklahoma Territory was 
opened to white settlement in 1889. Thousands of immigrants grasped 
the opportunity to own land.

The largest group of land-seeking immigrants were German in cul-
ture and language. They came from Switzerland, Russia, and Austria, as 
well as from central Europe. German immigrants preferred to live near 
relatives or other Germans who came from the same village or region of 
Europe. Most of them were poor. They felt that they had nothing to lose. 
A drought in Kansas and a destructive hurricane in Texas made the Run 
of ’89 an attractive venture to them.

Political turmoil and a shortage of land drove the Germans to seek bet-
ter opportunities. Near the Volga River in Russia, there had once been 
forty to fifty acres of land for each male colonist. By 1860, only four acres 
were available. The German immigrants in Russia packed their belong-
ings and moved again, this time to America.

The Germans from Russia were farmers. The opportunity to own 
cheap land drew them to Oklahoma. When the land opened, thousands 
of Germans saw it as a Godsend.

Few of the German immigrants came directly to Oklahoma. The more 
typical movement was a gradual western migration. The few who came 
into Oklahoma before the Run worked on the railroads or in mines. A 
few Germans in western Oklahoma before the Run worked as Mennonite 
missionaries.

German-born immigrants settled more heavily in the western half of 
the state. They located for the most part in the ten north-central coun-
ties of Blaine, Canadian, Garfield, Grant, Kay, Kingfisher, Logan, Major, 
Noble, and Oklahoma. A group of German Mennonites settled near 
Corn in Washita County.

Some of the earliest European immigrants claimed Polish heritage. 
They came into the Choctaw Nation in the early 1870s to work in the 
coal mines near McAlester. John Zytkevich typified these immigrants. 
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His name was changed to Daly because the paymaster couldn’t fit Zytkev-
ich’s name on his pay envelope. In time, he became a grocer and finally 
a wealthy farmer. He made his home near other Polish people at Harts-
horne.

Other miners were not so fortunate. Many of them died of black lung 
disease or in mine disasters.

The mines were owned by J. J. McAlester and other white men who 
had intermarried with Choctaw and Chickasaw women. Indians wouldn’t 
work the mines. They thought such work was degrading. Some African 
American freedmen were willing to work in the mines, but more workers 
were needed. The mine owners turned to the coal mines of the East to 
recruit workers.

The recruited miners came from many different European cultures. 
Among them were several hundred from Poland. Each year, more Poles 
came to the McAlester area. Most of them had been farmers, not min-
ers. But by the early 1900s, nearly 1,000 Poles worked in Oklahoma coal 
mines. Many Poles settled in the Bartlesville and Iola areas to work in zinc 
smelters.

Generations of Polish people have made their contributions to Okla-
homa’s heritage. Justice Marian P. Opala, born in Lodz, Poland, lived in 
Poland when Nazi storm troopers swooped down upon his people. After 
five years in the Polish underground and some months as a German pris-
oner, he made his way to Oklahoma. He became a justice on the Okla-
homa Supreme Court.

Other Oklahomans of Polish descent include U.S. Representative 
Mike Synar and former University of Oklahoma President William S. 
Banowsky. Thousands of others have worked hard to build Oklahoma as 
miners, farmers, and laborers, as well as professionals and priests.

Czechoslovakia was a small nation in Eastern Europe. In the early 
1990s, it threw off Communist rule and broke into two nations, Czech 
and Slovakia. Most of the Czechs who came to America between 1848 
and 1914 were peasants. They had been serfs (farm worker forced to work 
by the landowner), bound to the land they tilled. When freed from their 
serfdom, thousands of Czechs left their homeland. Craftsmen and arti-
sans joined their peasant brothers in searching for a better life.

For many people who wanted cheap farmland, Oklahoma was their last 
chance. Many of the Czechs were “Sooners” who lost their land claims 
because of their hasty actions.

Czech settlement in Oklahoma occurred almost entirely during the 
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territorial period. The first large settlement of Czechs was near Yukon and 
Mustang. In the Run of ’89, other Czech families settled in Kingfisher 
County. Still later in the opening of the lands of the Sac and Fox reserva-
tion, Czechs secured homesteads in Lincoln County near Prague. Other 
Czechs moved into north-central Oklahoma with the opening of the 
Cherokee Strip.

Like other European settlers, Czechs tried to preserve the customs and 
values of the Old Country. Even today, Czech festivals at Yukon, Prague, 
and Okarche draw large crowds of Oklahomans to celebrate their culture 
with them.

After the early explorers, trappers of British and Irish ancestry were 
among the first American settlers to come to Oklahoma. Many of the 
military men attached to posts at Fort Gibson and other military posts 
were from the British Isles. Settlers who came to stay, however, started 
moving into the territories after the War Between the States. Some of 
them leased large land-holdings from Indian tribes and founded large 
cattle ranches, particularly in No Man’s Land in the Panhandle.

Like other Europeans, there were few newcomers from the British Isles 
who came directly to Oklahoma. On the average, they had been in Amer-
ica for about thirty years before coming to Oklahoma. Like others, they 
tended to come in family units.

Irish people came and made up a segment of the laboring force. Many 
were miners and railroad workers. Many of the Catholic churches built in 
the territories served Irish Catholics in the workforce. Two Irish bishops, 
Byrne and Fitzgerald of the Little Rock Diocese, wandered across Okla-
homa and Indian Territories to provide religious aid to their Irish church 
members.

One of the most famous of early Oklahoma politicians of English or 
Irish ancestry was Patrick J. Hurley. He grew up at Lehigh, near Coalgate. 
He became Secretary of War in 1929 under President Herbert Hoover. 
He also worked at the highest level of government under President Frank-
lin D. Roosevelt. Hurley’s sense of social justice and loyalties made him 
an invaluable envoy (diplomatic representative) for both Presidents. Hurley 
later served his country as a major general and as President Roosevelt’s 
special diplomatic envoy during World War II.

A later group of settlers in Oklahoma came from Italy. Many of the ear-
liest Italians were miners in the McAlester area. Italians settled in Krebs, 
Hartshorne, and McAlester. In comparison with other immigrant groups, 
they were few in number.
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A good example of Italian business sense is Pete’s Place in Krebs. Pete 
Prichard was born Pietro Piegari in Italy in 1895. He changed his name 
to Prichard when he first began working in the coal mines of Oklahoma. 
Injured in the mines, Pete looked for a way to make a living. He started 
selling “Choc” beer. The word “Choc” is short for Choctaw. He soon re-
alized that he could make more money if he sold food to his beer custom-
ers. Before long, he had a thriving restaurant business. Since the Depres-
sion era, Pete’s Place has had a reputation for fine food. Customers drive 
for hours to dine on steaks, spaghetti, ravioli, and other Italian dishes. 
Prichard died in 1960, but the family has continued to operate the restau-
rant in the same tradition established when Pete ran it himself.

After the mines could no longer provide a livelihood for the Italian 
workers, they sought other ways to make a living. Most were successful. 
Gradually, the Italians were assimilated by other ethnic groups. Today, ef-
forts to revive Italian culture persist. Perhaps the strongest tie to the past 
is Italian food.

Oklahoma’s Hispanic Heritage. Spanish-speaking people entered 
the area that is now Oklahoma before anyone else, other than indigenous 
groups. More than 300 conquistadors and 1,000 Indian allies from Mex-
ico came with Coronado in 1541. At that time, Spain claimed the region 
as its own.

Some of Coronado’s band stayed. Thus began the influence of Mexico 
and other Hispanic states on Oklahoma. In the past 450-plus years, many 
Spanish-speaking peoples have settled in the state and left marks on the 
culture.

OSU hosted an annual Hispanic Leadership Summit which brought 
presidents of Hispanic organizations together to discuss and identify is-
sues affecting Oklahoma Hispanics. Issues identified in the past included 
education, crime, gangs in schools, health services, and social services. 
In 1995, the first year of the conference, seventy-nine organizations and 
individuals received invitations to participate. The number grew annually, 
and the people attending the conferences worked hard to find solutions 
to problems both old and new.

State government got involved with Executive Order 96-26, which 
created the Governor’s fifteen-member Council on Latin-American and 
Hispanic Affairs. In addition to advising the governor on the needs of the 
Hispanic population, this council was created to increase statewide public 
awareness of problems surrounding Hispanics in their search for opportu-

Unit Six Feature  Unit Six Feature  Unit Six Feature  Unit Six Feature  Unit Six Feature  Unit Six Feature  Unit Six Feature

442   Features for Unit Six



nities in education, employment, health, housing, and culture.
National Hispanic Heritage Month, celebrated in Oklahoma, occurs 

between mid-September and mid-October, which corresponds to the 
beginning of self-rule in many Latin countries. September 15 is Inde-
pendence Day for Costa Rica, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, and 
Nicaragua. September 16 marks Independence Day for Mexico. Congress 
named one day to mark these events in the 1960s; the celebration grew to 
a month in length in 1989.

Oklahoma supermarkets offer ingredients for typical Hispanic foods, 
and Mexican restaurants are popular among Oklahoma’s citizens. Cloth-
ing and furnishings sold in Oklahoma stores reflect the bright colors and 
styles of the Hispanic influence. Piñatas help many celebrate birthdays 
and other events, and Cinco de Mayo celebrations are enjoyed by Okla-
homans of all races and heritages.

Cinco de Mayo marks the victory of the Mexican Army over the 
French at the Battle of Puebla on May 5, 1862. The French had occupied 
part of Mexico with the intent to establish an empire under the rule of 
Napoleon III. General Ignacio Zaragoza routed the French with 5,000 
poorly-equipped mestizos and Zapotec Indians, proving Hispanic valor. 
The festival, offering mariachi bands, dancing, traditional food and activ-
ities, represents unity, valor, and patriotism to many Hispanics, especially 
Mexicans. The celebration of Cinco de Mayo became an annual event in 
many Oklahoma cities.

Oklahoman Jose Quiñonez, International Programs Director for Okla-
homa City-based World Neighbors, reached out to people all around the 
globe in times of trouble. He led his organization to assist Venezuelans 
experiencing deadly floods in 1999 and Hondurans surviving Hurricane 
Mitch in 1998 when 13,000 people were killed. Quiñonez spent most of 
1999 out of the country and away from his family, as he monitored pro-
grams and negotiated land deals for people affected by the storms.

Founded on the principal of “helping families to help themselves,” 
World Neighbors worked with other organizations, such as Oklahoma-
based Feed the Children, to take care of immediate needs, and then to 
follow up with agricultural and environmental information and training. 

In August 1999, Bill and Melinda Gates awarded the World Neighbors 
organization a $4-million grant to expand and strengthen programs in 
six countries, including Ecuador. Established in 1951 as a private, nonsec-
tarian organization, World Neighbors has operated for forty-eight years 
without asking for or accepting United States government funds.
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Emma Yolanda Velez was head nurse at the Social Security Hospital in 
Tegucigalpa, Honduras, when all patients had to be moved and the prop-
erty was lost during the hurricane. She and another nurse moved fifteen 
patients to the roof to get them away from the rising water. They spent 
the night there, waiting for rescue. For several months, Velez’s Oklahoma 
family supported her as she dealt with the problems of the hospital’s relo-
cation.

Many of Oklahoma’s successful individuals and families were of His-
panic heritage. Oklahoma City’s Lopez Foods, formerly Normac Foods, 
became the second-largest Hispanic-owned manufacturing company in 
the United States, with annual revenues reaching $154-million. As the 
century closed, John Lopez, Jr., and his family still owned the business. 
The company makes hamburger patties, pork breakfast sausage, and Ca-
nadian bacon for one steady client, the McDonald’s Corporation.

The McDonald’s Corporation committed itself to diversity and offered 
large accounts to Hispanic, African American, and Asian communities. 
When Normac Foods went on the market, Lopez and his family, who had 
been operators of McDonald’s restaurants, bought the company. They 
employed more than 300 workers. Plans were made to expand by supply-
ing McDonald’s stores overseas.

John Lopez, Jr. involved himself in the community, becoming active in 
causes and charities, including the Hispanic American Police Command 
Officers Association.

Many Oklahoma Hispanics spend time and money helping others. In 
1999, Governor Frank Keating recognized Jesse Martinez for his contri-
butions to the Hispanic community in Oklahoma. 

The principal focus of the Hispanic life was the family. Since most 
Hispanics are Catholic, celebrations and religious ceremonies, such as first 
communions and weddings, were occasions of family fiestas.

Although many Hispanic families had lived in Oklahoma for years, 
they kept their Hispanic character and culture. The majority continued to 
speak Spanish in their homes refusing to give up their Hispanic heritage. 
“I may be Americanized on the outside but inside I am always Hispanic,” 
said an early-day immigrant to Oklahoma.

Many Hispanic-Americans have distinguished themselves in Okla-
homa. On February 22, 1912, twenty-two-year-old Rufino Rodriguez, 
saved 190 fellow workers from a fire in a coal mine near Lehigh. Instead 
of running to save his own life, he ran through the maze of shafts to alert 
the miners and help them to safety himself. He fell unconscious just short 

Unit Six Feature  Unit Six Feature  Unit Six Feature  Unit Six Feature  Unit Six Feature  Unit Six Feature  Unit Six Feature

444   Features for Unit Six



of the main entry. Men he had warned pulled him to safety. Ten men died 
in the fire, but 190 lived because of Rodriguez’ bravery.

World War II brought Hispanic-Americans opportunities to improve 
their social status and standard of living. They had greater opportunities 
to find high-paying jobs. Their sons volunteered for the American armed 
services.

 During World War II, Hispanic-Americans made their mark in the 
military. They were the nation’s most highly decorated ethnic minority. 
According to Michael M. Smith in The Mexicans in Oklahoma, seven-
teen Hispanic-Americans won the Congressional Medal of Honor. One 
of those was Manuel Perez, Jr., who was from Oklahoma City According 
to Smith, Perez led an attack on twelve bunkers protecting Japanese-held 
Fort William McKinley on Luzon. Perez single-handedly killed eighteen 
enemy soldiers and kept his entire company from mortal danger.

Recent decades have seen a large influx of Hispanics into all southwest-
ern states, including Oklahoma. The Hispanic population may be found 
in almost all areas of the state, but they are concentrated more in the 
southwest quarter of the state and in Oklahoma City.

Like Italians, many Hispanics have found a profitable source of income 
in providing ethnic foods. Their restaurants serve Mexican food to thou-
sands of Oklahomans who enjoy chiles, sauces, and spices of the culture.

In 1998, Oklahoma ranked twenty-sixth among states with Hispanic 
populations. At that time, 130,168 people of Hispanic heritage lived in 
the state. That figure showed a 51-percent growth over the 1990 figure 
of 86,162. In the 1990s, more than 44,000 people of Hispanic origin 
moved into Oklahoma. Many came from Mexico; but others came from 
such places as Venezuela, Argentina, Guatemala, Puerto Rico, El Salvador, 
Cuba, and Brazil. 

At the end of the twentieth century, most Oklahoma universities hosted 
Hispanic organizations, such as the Hispanic-American Student Associa-
tion at Oklahoma State University in Stillwater and Oklahoma City. The 
same university had the Hispanic Faculty and Staff Association, as well 
as other organizations supporting Hispanics in education and preserving 
their heritage. 

Omega Delta Phi, a service and social fraternity at the University of 
Oklahoma, was founded as a nonexclusive Hispanic organization. The 
fraternity was formed on “values of unity, honesty, integrity, and leader-
ship.” They examined the needs and concerns of the minority commu-
nity, especially the Hispanic community. They emphasized service based 

Coming of Age   445

Unit Six Feature  Unit Six Feature  Unit Six Feature  Unit Six Feature  Unit Six Feature  Unit Six Feature  Unit Six Feature



on respect and friendship.

RELIGIOUS DIVERSITY. Although some people came to Oklahoma be-
cause of political events, such as Indian removals or because of the avail-
ability of cheap land, others came for religious reasons.

Jews, whose religion is called Judaism, suffered from persecution throughout 
Europe. Many came to America for religious freedom as well as economic 
opportunity. Some came to Oklahoma.

Jews first began to come into Oklahoma in the latter part of the 19th century. 
They played an important role in the development of the state. As soon as they could, 
whenever they settled, they became involved contributors, operating businesses, 
winning elective office, and/or contributing their time and talents to improve lives in 
their communities. 

Later, as Oklahoma City and Tulsa grew into urban centers, many Jews entered 
professions. Law and medicine were the most popular choices.

Jews who made major contributions were Simon Jankowsky in business and Sylvan 
Goldman, who invented the shopping cart and who supported many philanthropic 
ventures which benefited the citizens of Oklahoma. Leo Meyer was a Secretary of 
State and later became successful in the oil business.

During the 1920s, some became objects of persecution again. In Oklahoma, 
Jews were often the target of persecution by the Ku Klux Klan. Jews were not often 
the victims of direct attacks, as were the African Americans, but Jews felt the Klan’s 
threats and economic boycotts.

Today, Jews remain a vital part of the Oklahoma community at large. They have 
managed to maintain an integrated role in Oklahoma’s society, yet they have kept their 
own identities as Jews. Their roots run deeply into the red soil of Oklahoma.

Other ethnic groups have settled in Oklahoma and have made their 
presence felt. Recent groups include those who have come to Oklahoma 
out of Asiatic nations.

The Vietnamese, who came with only their lives and what few posses-
sions they could carry, moved into Oklahoma communities, especially the 
large cities of Oklahoma City, Lawton, and Tulsa. Many came as “boat 
people,” escaping Vietnam aboard flimsy fishing boats to make their way 
to safety in America.

Like other groups ahead of them, they settled into small ethnic commu-
nities. They went to work. Their children entered Oklahoma schools and 
despite early language difficulties, they excelled in the educational system. 
Encouraged by their parents, they have been highly motivated students, 
determined to bring pride to their families..

Cambodians, Laotians, and Koreans also immigrated in significant 
numbers.

Indians from the country of India, and others of the Near East, settled 
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in Oklahoma, most of them since World War II. People from the Middle 
East contributed to Oklahoma’s expanding culture and population, es-
pecially in recent years. Many came as university students, and they were 
joined by people from African nations and by many Pacific-Islanders. 
Dr. Nazih Zudhi, originally from Lebanon, became an internationally-
known cardiologist because of his work doing heart transplants.

These ethnic cultures have blended with many others. They have 
mixed with the culture of Native Americans who were the first to live 
in Oklahoma. They have blended with the culture of African American 
people, many of whom came into the state with the Indians. They have 
blended with the heritage of the white Anglo-Saxon, who came in great 
numbers to settle the state. All have enriched the culture of the state and 
have given it a distinct character of its own.

Oklahoma Inventors

“Good ol’ American ingenuity (inventiveness creativity)” has been 
the fuel of economic development since Columbus first stepped ashore. 
Oklahoma ingenuity is no exception.

According to the United States Patent Office, Oklahoma is 17th in 
the nation in the number of inventions, ranking eighth in the per capita 
number of inventions. Many of those inventions have had great impact 
on the nation and the world.

Oklahoma grocer Sylvan Goldman saw his customers struggling with 
armloads of purchases and decided to do something to help them. In his 
workshop at the back of the store, he  constructed the first shopping cart, 
which looked much like a chair with wheels and a box. Today, millions 
of shopping carts roll up and down the aisles of grocery stores, discount 
houses, and other businesses all over the world.

Although drivers often curse the “metal bandits,” the parking meter 
originally solved a difficult problem facing downtown Oklahoma City 
merchants. Workers were occupying parking places near the shops in 
which they worked. Parking places were full all day with workers’ cars. 
Shoppers drove around and around looking for a place to park. Traffic 
jams resulted.

Carl Magee, editor of the Oklahoma News and a member of the Okla-
homa City Chamber of Commerce, offered a $500 reward to students at 
Oklahoma A&M College in Stillwater for an idea and design that would 
solve the problem. (At that time, in 1932, a college professor earned 
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about $300 a month.)
The parking meter idea won the prize. It took Magee and a Stillwater 

professor three years to work out the problems with the design, and the 
parking meter made its debut on Oklahoma City streets in July, 1935.

Today, almost every large city in the world sports rows of parking me-
ters along the sidewalks in its downtown area.

Something most people hardly notice in their everyday lives was the 
source of fortune for one Garvin County man. Born in Lindsay, Indian 
Territory, Earl Burford found his knack for invention to be a real labor-
saver on the farm. A rolling stalk-cutter, a machine for elevating baled 
hay onto moving trucks, and elevators for moving bales of hay into barns 
were only a few of the items he invented to make his own work and the 
work of his friends easier. It wasn’t until 1945, however, that he began ty-
ing things together.

Until Burford perfected his tying device, it took several men to oper-
ate a hay-baler. With the manpower shortage of World War II, those men 
just weren’t available. Beginning work in December, 1944, Earl baled his 
first crop using his automatic wire tying baler in May, 1945. The follow-
ing year, he converted another baler and then he owned the only two one-
man balers in the world. International Harvester Corporation purchased 
exclusive rights to the patent on the machine.

In 1988, the Oklahoma Legislature passed the Oklahoma Inventors 
Assistance Act and the governor signed it into law. The bill created tax 
incentives for inventors and manufacturers. If an Oklahoma resident has 
a patent for a product developed and manufactured in Oklahoma, the 
inventor does not have to pay taxes on royalties for the first seven years 
of production. The manufacturer is also allowed tax credits for the first 
five years. The bill was developed in an attempt to draw industry into the 
state and to encourage large companies to move their research and devel-
opment departments here. Oklahoma is the only state with such a law.

Phillips Petroleum Company, Halliburton, and Dow Chemical Com-
pany all maintain research and development departments in Oklahoma. 
These companies and their employees are responsible for numerous pat-
ents.

Dr. David Albert, son of Carl Albert, has gained fame in his own right. 
He has designed life-saving medical devices, using his medical and engi-
neering knowledge in his inventions.

On December 21, 1988, one of his inventions — a device that can 
predict which heart patients are at risk for sudden cardiac deaths — was 
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installed in Inventors’ Alcove at Enterprise Square in Edmond.
Dr. Albert reported sales of the monitor to medical centers in Canada, 

across the U.S., in Japan, and in several European countries. Sales of the 
“Predictor” in its first year exceeded a million dollars.

Aviator Wiley Post invented the world’s first pressure suit, which is the 
basic design behind pressurized suits worn by today’s astronauts.

Another Oklahoman invented the “sick sack,” the foil-lined bag placed 
on the back of all airline seats.

Large or small, many inventions, like Earl Burford’s hay tier, were 
conceived out of necessity. They made times easier for the inventor, who 
shared it with friends and neighbors.

As technology improves, inventions become more sophisticated. Older 
generations find themselves using items they never thought possible to 
exist.

Inventive Oklahomans do their part to make life easier and to keep 
technology moving in the world.

Oklahomans in the 20th Century

Although some tribes removed to Indian Territory eventually returned 
to their homelands, most stayed and adopted the new country as their 
own. Some came in hopes of maintaining the old ways. They were forced 
to move by a society that had tried to abolish those old ways. The nine-
teenth century came to a close with many Native Americans still strug-
gling with the adjustments of their uprooting.

Now into the 21st century, Oklahoma still has the highest Indian 
population in the nation. Not only have Native Americans succeeded in 
preserving a rich heritage, but they have seen that heritage popularized in 
American culture.

Indian art graces homes and adorns offices and waiting rooms all over 
America. Indian-made jewelry sells for high prices at shows and in stores. 
Books are read and movies are viewed that praise the virtues of the natu-
ralness of original Indian life. No longer do Indians in war bonnets ride 
bareback paint horses across the theater screen, chased by the cavalry 
because of some savage act for which they need to be punished.

America knows misunderstandings occurred. America knows mistakes 
were made. America understands that those things existed on both sides. 
Few pure-bloods are around to enjoy that understanding.
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Before World War II, artist Charles Banks Wilson of Miami began a 
search for all pure-bloods. He wanted to preserve tribal likenesses on can-
vas for the world to remember. He had problems finding pure-bloods to 
represent many Indian nations. Today, even fewer pure-bloods are regis-
tered on tribal rolls.

No tribal members live completely by the old ways. Nevertheless, cul-
ture is preserved.

Some Indian families speak their Indian languages at home. They eat 
Native American dishes made from traditional recipes cooked in outdoor 
clay ovens. Others have hung onto the culture by adopting it as a “hob-
by,” furnishing their homes with artifacts, studying little-known Indian 
histories, and passing legends and beliefs on to their children. Others 
are content to remember a few family stories and attend an occasional 
pow-wow, living mostly in a modern world but hanging onto some small 
thread of the past.

Most modern Indians are acculturated. They are modern people living 
in a modern society, making large contributions to a modern world. In 
Oklahoma, Indian people play a great part in maintaining the economy, 
keeping the world safe and making this a better place in which to live. 
Some also feel that heritage is important and that being Indian is differ-
ent from being anything else.

HARVEY PRATT. The first full-time police artist in Oklahoma, Har-
vey Pratt was one of only about 120 full-time police artists nationwide. 
This Cheyenne-Arapaho-Sioux was hailed by law enforcement agencies in 
thirty-five states. They had been assisted by Pratt in solving crimes, iden-
tifying victims, and finding missing persons.

Pratt, who has a degree in police science from Oklahoma State Univer-
sity, had no formal training in art. The son of an Arapaho Indian artist, 
he said his talent came naturally.

As a forensic artist, Pratt executed composite sketches of suspects from 
witnesses’ descriptions. This talent led to the arrest of Gene Leroy Hart 
for the heinous (wicked) 1977 girl scout murders. It was also a major fac-
tor in the arrests of Verna and Roger Dale Stafford. Hart was not convict-
ed, but the Staffords were convicted of the 1978 Sirloin Stockade massacre 
in which six people were killed in an Oklahoma City restaurant. It was 
estimated that about 70 percent of Pratt’s drawings resulted in arrests.

As the Deputy Chief Inspector for the Oklahoma State Bureau of In-
vestigation (OSBI), Pratt did skull reconstructions to aid in the identifica-
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tion of bodies. Similarly, he retouched photos of missing children, pro-
jecting how they might look as they grew older. Through his work, several 
children were reunited with their parents.

Nationally acclaimed for his work, Harvey Pratt served as the 1987 
chairman of the Southeast Regional Organized Crime Information 
Center. The center served 50,000 officers and 300 member agencies in 
the Southeast U.S., tracking traveling criminals and sharing informa-
tion among law enforcement departments. Included were several complex 
metropolitan areas, such as Dallas, Houston, Nashville, and Atlanta. The 
center served 14 states. Pratt retired in 1992 from the OSBI.

In addition to his police work, Pratt is an accomplished Indian painter 
and sculptor. His art won honors in 1983 and 1984 at the Inter-Tribal 
Ceremonial in Gallup, New Mexico.

CHARLES PRATT. Harvey Pratt’s brother, Charles, is also a 
nationally recognized Indian artist. He is acclaimed as a “wiz-
ard” and a “genius” by his peers. Working mostly in bronze, 
stone, or silver, Charles enhances his sculptured pieces with 
semi-precious stones. Although a full-time artist, Charles, 
like his brother Harvey, received no formal training in art. 
He said his interest in art was aroused when his grandfather 
taught him how to make animal figures from river clay.

Listed in “Who’s Who in American Art,” Pratt is highly 
regarded by Indian traditionalists and contemporary art col-
lectors.

ANN SHADLOW. The mother of Harvey and Charles Pratt 
has found her own niche in the modern world. Named the 
1987 National American Indian Woman of the Year, Ann 
Shadlow was recognized for her civic and tribal contributions 
and for “improving the overall image of Indian women.”

Ms. Shadlow was also honored as the 1978 Most Useful 
Senior Citizen of Oklahoma.

One of Ms. Shadlow’s most important contributions was her work at 
the Oklahoma City Native American Educational Center. She taught 
urban Indian children the arts, crafts, and traditions of their forebears. 
Through Ms. Shadlow, many non-Indians as well have a greater under-
standing of Indian culture.
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OTHER INDIAN ARTISTS. Probably best known among Indian artists, the 
Kiowa Five (actually six) are recognized by the Oklahoma Historical Soci-
ety as being responsible for a worldwide renaissance (rebirth) of Southern 
Plains Indian art. Spencer Asah, Jack Hokeah, Monroe Tsatoke, Stephen 
Mopope, and Lois Smoky had their first showing in Prague, Czechoslo-

vakia, in 1928. Later, Lois Smoky, the only woman of the group, 
left and was replaced by James Auchiah. Works by the group are 
displayed today in museums all over the world.

The late Jerome Tiger, a Creek, was a popular artist into the 
1980s, as was Kiowa artist Robert Redbird. Other well-known 
Oklahoma Indian artists of the 20th century include Cherokee 
artist-sculptor William Stone and Apache artist-sculptor Allan C. 
Houser. Bronson Edwards, an Ottawa artist, was a favorite of the 
late Robert Kennedy. C. Terry Saul, of Choctaw-Chickasaw heri-
tage, perfected a painting technique using dentists’ tools for etch-
ing oils on canvas. He won many awards for his work. He was also 
the Director of the Art Department at Bacone College. Doc Tate 
Nevaquaya was an accomplished painter and also made Indian 
flutes.

MILITARY SUCCESSES. A Choctaw, Hal Muldrow formed his 
insurance business in 1932, but his greatest success was in the 
military. A member of the 45th Division Artillery, Muldrow re-
tired from the Army in 1960 as a major general. He served as 
commanding general of his   division longer than anyone else in 

the history of the 45th. He was the youngest person ever to receive the 
Distinguished Service Citation from the University of Oklahoma. For his 
military service, he also received the Silver Star for gallantry in action, the 
Bronze Star for meritorious service in combat, and the Legion of Merit 
for his service in the Korean War. Serving in both World War II and the 
Korean War, Muldrow was decorated with ten medals.

Lt. Colonel Ernest Childers, a Creek, received the Congressional Medal 
of Honor for his service in World War II. He was decorated “for conspic-
uous gallantry and intrepidity (fearlessness) at risk of life above and be-
yond the call of duty in action on September 22, 1943, at Oliveto, Italy.” 
Despite his own injuries, including a broken foot, Childers eliminated 
two German machine gun nests and captured an enemy mortar observer. 
He received a total of six medals.

A Choctaw, Joseph Oklahombi, was the nation’s most decorated soldier 

Harvey Pratt
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of World War I.
N. SCOTT MOMADAY. A native of Lawton, this Kio-

wa author and university professor won the Pulitzer 
Prize in 1969. House Made of Dawn is the story of 
an Indian soldier’s tragic efforts to readjust to civil-
ian life after World War II.

Scott Momaday’s father, Al Momaday, was an 
educator and a distinguished artist. He won several 
awards, including one in 1956 as the Outstanding 
Western Indian Artist.

ENOCH KELLEY HANEY. A Seminole, Kelley Haney 
has made his mark in two areas — art and govern-
ment. Serving as a member of the Oklahoma State 
Senate, he is also an accomplished artist. Senator 
Haney sponsored legislation that named the official 
state wildflower, the Indian blanket. His sculpture 
has been selected for the Capitol dome as well.

NAPOLEON B. JOHNSON. A Cherokee, Johnson 
traveled a distinguished path from Maysville, Okla-
homa, to the seat of Supreme Court Justice in the 
state’s highest court. Prior to assuming his place on 
the bench of the State Supreme Court, he served as 
a city attorney, as county attorney, and as district 
judge of the 12th Judicial District of Oklahoma.

In his tribal work, he served as the first president of the National Con-
gress of American Indians. He was president of the National Hall of Fame 
for Famous Indians. He represented the Cherokee Nation on the Inter-
Tribal Council of Five Civilized Tribes, and he was Oklahoma’s represen-
tative on the Governor’s Interstate Indian Council.

ALLIE P. REYNOLDS. From Bethany, this Creek Indian pitched for the 
Cleveland Indians and the New York Yankees, retiring in 1954 after 
twelve years in major league baseball. In 1951, he pitched the first no-hit-
ter in the history of the American League. He led the league in strikeouts 
in 1943 and 1952, and he had the best earned run average in 1952. The 
recipient of many awards, this OSU Hall-of-Famer was respected among 
his peers and revered among his fans.
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Upon his retirement, he returned to Oklahoma to become an executive 
in the oil patch. He died in December 1994.

THOMAS GILCREASE. He was a Creek (Muscogee) citizen, businessman, 
and major art collector. He was a hugely important figure in Oklahoma 
history — especially in Tulsa. Gilcrease made his fortune in oil in the 
early 1900s, thanks largely to the Glenn Pool oil discovery south of Tulsa. 
After striking it rich, he became an important patron of Native American 
and Western art. He eventually founded the Gilcrease Museum in Tulsa, 
which today holds one of the world’s best collections of American West 
art and Native artifacts.

As for Tulsa being called the “Oil Capital of the World,” that nickname 
really took off in the 1920s. After major oil discoveries like Glenn Pool 
(1905) and others nearby, Tulsa quickly became a major hub for oil com-
panies, drillers, and wildcatters. The title was widely recognized after the 
International Petroleum Exposition started being held in Tulsa around 
1923, and the city’s dominance in the oil industry through the 1920s–
1940s helped cement the “Oil Capital” reputation.

FRANK PHILLIPS. Frank Phillips was founder of Phillips Petroleum Com-
pany, was born near Scotia, Greeley County, Nebraska, on November 
28, 1873. His birthplace was a primitive log cabin on the sparsely settled 
frontier where educational opportunities were limited to the traditional 
one room country school house. This, perhaps, accounted for his later life 
interest in the education and training of modern youth.

Frank Phillips was always determined to do big things. He began to 
display ability as a businessman and financier at the early age of 14 while 
working as a barber in Creston. Before many months passed, he owned 
every barber shop in town. His interest, however, soon turned to financial 
matters.

It was in 1903, while working as a bond salesman, that he heard about 
the new oil field which had just been discovered at Bartlesville, Indian 
Territory. Moving to the new oil town, Frank Phillips went into business 
for himself, using his savings to organize the Citizens Bank and Trust 
Company.

He soon found that the banking business extended into oil operations 
and began to acquire a few oil leases. His oil interests grew until, in 1917, 
he and his brother, L.E. Phillips, Sr., incorporated Phillips Petroleum 
Company.
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For the first 21 years of the company’s operation, Frank Phillips served 
as president. At his suggestion, K.S. Adams was elected president in 1938. 
Frank Phillips then served as chairman of the board of directors of the 
company until 1949 when he asked to be relieved of all responsibilities of 
active management and requested that he not be re-elected as chairman of 
the board.

A new title of honorary director and chairman was then created for him 
by special action of the board of directors.

ALLEN HOUSER. Allan Houser (1914–1994), born Allan Capron 
Haozous near Apache, Oklahoma, was a Chiricahua Apache artist re-
nowned for his contributions to Native American art in the 20th century. 
He began his formal art education at the Santa Fe Indian School in New 
Mexico, where he studied painting under Dorothy Dunn. While his 
early works were paintings and murals, Houser later became celebrated 
for his sculptures, which blended traditional Native American themes 
with modernist forms. His notable works include “Comrades in Mourn-
ing,” “Sacred Rain Arrow,” and “Offering of the Sacred Pipe.” Houser’s 
art is housed in major institutions such as the Smithsonian American Art 
Museum and the National Museum of the American Indian. In 1992, he 
became the first Native American to receive the National Medal of Arts.

REBA MCENTIRE. Reba McEntire is an American country music 
artist and actress. Her big breakthrough moment came in 1974 when 
Oklahoma’s U.S. Representative from District 2, Clem McSpadden, hired 
her to sing the National Anthem at the National Finals Rodeo in Okla-
homa City. 

At the rodeo finals, she caught the attention of country artist Red 
Steagall who brought her to Nashville where she signed a contract with 
Mercury records in 1975. After her high school graduation, she attended 
Southeastern Oklahoma State University and earned a degree in elemen-
tary education in 1976. She released her first solo album in 1977. Since 
that time, Reba McEntire has released 26 studio albums and 35 No. 1 
singles. 

She was born March 28, 1955, outside Kiowa, Oklahoma, to Jacque-
line and Clark McEntire. She was named for her maternal grandmother, 
Reba Brassfield.  Both her father and grandfather were champion steer 
ropers, and her father was a World Champion Steer Roper in 1957, 1958, 
and 1961. Her mother had originally had ambitions to become a coun-
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try music artist but decided instead to become a schoolteacher. However, 
McEntire’s mother taught Reba and her siblings — Pake, Susie and Alice 
— to sing. On car rides home from their father’s rodeo trips, the McEn-
tire children learned their own harmonies and, eventually, formed a vocal 
group called the “Singing McEntires.” Older sister Alice did not partici-
pate.

In the early 1990s, McEntire began acting in film, beginning with 
Tremors. Since then, she has starred in the Broadway revivals of 2001’s 
Annie Get Your Gun  and, in 2005, as Nellie Forbush in South Pacific as 
well as in her own television sitcom, Reba. For the latter, she was nomi-
nated for the Golden Globe Award for Best Performance by an Actress in a 
Comedy Series.

She is often called “The Queen of Country” because her recordings 
have sold 68 million in the United States and 80 million worldwide.  She 
ranks as both the seventh best-selling female artist in all genres and the 
seventh best-selling country artist. She is the second-best-selling female 
country artist of all time, behind Shania Twain. McEntire was inducted 
into the Country Music Hall of Fame in 2011. McEntire released her 
twenty-ninth studio album Stronger Than the Truth on April 5, 2019. She 
also returned to host the 54th Academy of Country Music Awards on 
April 8, 2019.

It is often written that Reba McEntire has influenced and inspired the 
careers of numerous younger country music stars. The Net Music Count-
down has reported, “That (McEntire’s) influence has manifested itself 
in many ways. As a role model, she’s shown others how to handle fame 
with grace and good humor while never backing down from her values 
or goals. Just as importantly, she’s shown others to refuse to accept limita-
tions on what she can do or how much she can achieve.”  

In 1988, McEntire founded Starstruck Entertainment, which con-
trolled her management, booking, publishing, promotion, publicity, 
accounting, ticket sales, and fan club administration. The company even-
tually expanded into managing a horse farm, jet charter service, trucking, 
construction, and book publishing.

McEntire holds the record for the most Academy of Country Music 
Top Female Vocalist Awards (seven), and American Music Awards for 
Favorite Country Female Artist (twelve), and ties with Martina McBride 
for most Country Music Association Female Vocalist of the Year Awards 
(four), though McEntire does have the distinction of winning the award 
four times consecutively. She also is one of only two women in country 

Unit Six Feature  Unit Six Feature  Unit Six Feature  Unit Six Feature  Unit Six Feature  Unit Six Feature  Unit Six Feature

456   Features for Unit Six



music history to have attained a No.1 hit in four different decades, and 
the only female to achieve solo No. 1’s across four decades.

JOY HARJO. Joy Harjo is a celebrated poet, musician, and author 
from Oklahoma, and a member of the Muscogee (Creek) Nation. She is 
known for weaving Native American history, spirituality, and personal 
experience into her poetry, often using vivid imagery and lyrical language. 
Harjo made history as the first Native American U.S. Poet Laureate, 
serving three terms from 2019 to 2022. Her work, including acclaimed 
collections like An American Sunrise and She Had Some Horses, explores 
themes of resilience, memory, and connection to the earth.

ANGIE DEBO. Angie Elbertha Debo (1890–1988) was a pioneering 
American historian renowned for her extensive work on Native American 
and Oklahoma history. Born in Beattie, Kansas, she moved with her fam-
ily to Marshall, Oklahoma Territory, in 1899, where she spent much of 
her life. Debo earned her Ph.D. in history from the University of Okla-
homa in 1933 and authored thirteen books and numerous articles. Her 
groundbreaking works, such as The Rise and Fall of the Choctaw Republic 
(1934) and And Still the Waters Run (1940), challenged prevailing narra-
tives by exposing the exploitation of Native American tribes, particularly 
the Five Civilized Tribes, during the allotment era. Despite facing gen-
der discrimination and resistance to her controversial findings, Debo’s 
meticulous research and commitment to justice earned her recognition 
as Oklahoma’s “greatest historian” and a significant influence on Native 
American historiography. Her legacy endures through her contributions 
to historical scholarship and advocacy for Native American rights.

TE ATA. Te Ata, born Mary Frances Thompson in 1895, was a re-
nowned Chickasaw storyteller and performer who became a cultural 
ambassador for Native American traditions. Raised in Indian Territory 
(now Oklahoma), she used her talents in drama and storytelling to share 
the oral traditions, myths, and heritage of Indigenous peoples across the 
United States and abroad. Te Ata performed for presidents, world leaders, 
and countless audiences during a career that spanned decades, using her 
art to preserve and promote Native American culture at a time when it 
was often marginalized. Her legacy lives on as a symbol of cultural pride 
and preservation.
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