
Chapter 22

Roads and Rockets

Governor Johnston 
Murray

Roy J. Turner completed his term of office in January, 1951. He 
had accomplished a remarkable building program, a highway develop-
ment program, and a program with which to attract new industry into 
the state. Things he had advocated but had been unable to accomplish 
were repealing of prohibition, establishing a state merit system, and 
writing a new State Constitution. After leaving office, he returned to his 
ranch and continued his work in the cattle industry. Turner died June 11, 

1973.

GOVERNOR JOHNSTON MURRAY. The new governor, 
Johnston Murray, was sworn into office on January 8, 1951, 
by his eighty-one-year-old father, former Governor William 
H. Murray. Johnston Murray was very different from his 
father. He had never held a state or national office before 
being elected governor. He was a patient man who preferred 
to avoid confrontation, if at all possible. He was polite and 
sophisticated in manner.

Johnston Murray was born on July 21, 1902, at Emet, 
Chickasaw Nation, in the home of the Chickasaw governor, 
Douglas H. Johnston, for whom he was named. His mother 
was one-eighth Chickasaw Indian, making Murray the first 
Oklahoma governor of Indian descent.

Obtaining his associate’s degree from Murray State School 
of Agriculture at Tishomingo in 1924, Johnston Murray at-

tended night school to earn a law degree in 1946. He was a man of varied 
experience, having worked in the fields of journalism, petroleum, and law. 
He served as an interpreter and guide in Bolivia and Argentina from 1924 
to 1928, when his father took a colony of settlers to Bolivia. In the 1960s, 
after having been out of the Oklahoma governor’s office for several years, 
Murray’s knowledge of Spanish and of South American customs was 
valuable when the U.S. State Department sent him to Latin America on 
special assignment.

Johnston and his outgoing wife, Willie, opened the governor’s mansion 
on weekends for public visits, with Willie inviting the people of Okla-
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Willie and Johnston 
Murray greet visitors 

to the Oklahoma 
Governor’s Mansion.

homa to come see “your mansion.”
During his term as governor, Murray was chairman of the Southern 

Governors’ Conference, chairman of the Interstate Oil Compact, and a 
member of the Executive Committee of the National Governor’s Com-
mittee. Because of these and other duties, Murray traveled extensively dur-
ing his term, possibly more than any previous governor.

During Murray’s administration, legislation was passed permitting 
women to serve on juries; facilities and treatment were improved at the 
state’s mental health hospitals; and consolidation of small 
rural schools began. The toll road between Oklahoma 
City and Tulsa was opened in 1953. It was named the 
Turner Turnpike in honor of former Governor Roy Turn-
er.

The “Red Scare” swept the country during the early 
1950s, and Oklahoma did not escape it. Fearing infiltra-
tion by Communists into education and government, 
the state legislature passed a law requiring all officials and 
state employees to take loyalty oaths. Several professors 
refused to take the oath and were fired from the Oklaho-
ma Agricultural and Mechanical College at Stillwater in 
May, 1951. In December, 1952, the U.S. Supreme Court 
declared the oaths unconstitutional. By that time most of 
the professors had made new commitments and were not 
interested in resuming their old positions at Oklahoma 
A&M. The legislature drafted a new oath in 1953 which 
met with court approval.

Until 1954, one major area of difference between Johnston Murray 
and his father as governor was their use of the National Guard. Alfalfa 
Bill called out the Guard frequently to handle whatever problems the 
state was having at the moment. Until 1954, Johnston Murray had never 
made use of the Guard for such purposes. In that election year, however, 
he stationed Guard members at polling places in Pittsburg, Adair, Leflore, 
and Cherokee counties, calling voting conditions in those five counties 
“appalling.”

“I am taking this step to assure the people they will not be disenfran-
chised (kept from voting) by unscrupulous (unethical) persons,” he said.

One of the candidates in the primary election was the governor’s wife, 
Willie, who was the first woman to run for governor in the state of Okla-
homa. The people of the state, who had loved her as First Lady, did not 
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Governor Raymond 
Gary

want her for governor. She received only a marginal number of votes and 
was considered a minor candidate.

Johnston Murray turned over the governor’s office to Raymond Gary 
on January 10, 1955. Murray explored a business venture in Texas for a 
time, then returned to Oklahoma City where he practiced law and served 

as a consulting attorney for the State Department of 
Public Welfare. He died April 16, 1974.

GOVERNOR RAYMOND GARY. Raymond D. Gary, born 
on a farm between Madill and Kingston, was the first 
governor born in Oklahoma after statehood. He was 
born January 21, 1908. He received a teaching degree 
from Southeastern State College and, after spending 
five years in the classroom, was elected Marshall County 
Superintendent of Schools. In 1936, his interests moved 
to business. He became a furniture manufacturer and 
then president of Sooner Oil Company. He entered the 
State Senate in 1941. He remained there until elected 
the state’s 15th governor in 1954.

Governor Gary had campaigned on road building is-
sues. Despite the efforts of previous governors, the state’s 
roads were still inadequate. Gary announced that he 
would build 2,500 miles of highways in Oklahoma.

In 1956 the Federal-Aid Highway Act was passed by 
Congress, providing for an interstate highway system. 

Three such highways were scheduled to run through Oklahoma, all of 
them crossing Oklahoma City — Interstate 35 going north and south, 
Interstate 40 going east and west, and Interstate 44 going northeast and 
southwest. Interstate 44 included the Will Rogers Turnpike, the Turner 
Turnpike, and the H.E. Bailey Turnpike, all of them toll roads. With 
the aid of the federal legislation, Gary not only achieved his goal, but 
exceeded it. By the end of his term, 3,500 miles of highways had been 
completed in the state.

THE BETTER SCHOOLS AMENDMENT. The desegregation issue had 
reared its head during Roy J. Turner’s term of office and again during 
Johnston Murray’s term of office. In 1954, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled 
in the case of Brown vs. Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas, that all 
types of educational segregation were unconstitutional. Incoming Gover-
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nor Gary made it clear that he intended to comply with the laws concern-
ing segregation, and he set about to do so immediately. He and his aides 
urged Oklahomans to act responsibly and to remain calm about integra-
tion. Although no one rushed in to see that African Americans and whites 
were educated together in most places, steps were taken which later made 
that possibility more likely.

The first step was a constitutional amendment which reorganized the 
funding of schools. The Better Schools Amendment, passed by the people 
in 1955, abolished separate funding systems for African American schools 
and white schools.

Although it did not disappear right away, Jim Crowism was on the way 
out. Governor Gary carried desegregation into the Capitol Building by 
integrating washrooms and drinking fountains. He refused to attend any 
meeting held in any establishment in the state which practiced racial dis-
crimination.

The biggest affair in Oklahoma during Gary’s term was the Semi-
Centennial Celebration — the 1957 celebration of 50 years of statehood. 
A state agency called the Semi-Centennial Commission was established 
to organize affairs. Although the celebration was statewide, the main 
event, the International Exposition, was held at the Oklahoma City Fair-
grounds. Exhibitors included all Oklahoma communities, other cities and 
states across the nation, and 19 foreign countries, including India, Bel-
gium, Israel, Italy, Venezuela, Korea, Japan, and the Soviet Union. Okla-
homa’s International Exposition was the first United States fair at which 
the U.S.S.R. had exhibited since before World War II.

Other exhibits included a model of the Vanguard rocket which would 
launch an Earth satellite later that year, a model of the new Navy Strato-
Lab, and an oil drilling rig which was actually drilling for oil on the fair-
grounds during the exhibition.

Several Indian tribes were represented, and historic exhibits included 
a two-block “Boomtown, U.S.A.,” a replica of an oil boomtown. Okla-
homa will celebrate its centennial in 2007 with more than 350 projects 
scheduled by the Oklahoma Centennial Commission. The kickoff is in 
Tulsa November 9-19, 2006.

THE GARY ADMINISTRATION. The State Department of Commerce and 
Industry was established during Gary’s term. It was given the job of at-
tracting new industry into the state, an attempt by the governor and the 
legislature to balance the state economy. Gary felt that the state relied too 
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Dean A. McGee

heavily on agriculture and petroleum production. One method used to 
balance the economy was to increase water resources across the state. Leg-
islation was passed allowing the organization of water conservation dis-
tricts in which communities could combine their resources and enter into 
contracts for building and operating water facilities, especially through 
the construction of dams.

Gary managed to balance the state budget without increasing taxes, a 
feat considered to be one of his most important accomplish-
ments.

Gary’s administration ended in January, 1959, and the 
governor returned home to his farm in Madill. He later ran 
for governor twice and for U.S. senator once, losing all three 
races. When running for the U.S. Senate, he campaigned 
against “government extravagance,” claiming that the na-
tional budget had been “chronically unbalanced” since the 
end of World War II. He further campaigned against the 
importation of petroleum and beef. He claimed that such 
importation robbed American farmers and oil producers and 
that it made the country dependent on foreign producers. 
Although not re-elected to any office, Gary remained active 
in church, civic affairs, and business until his death Decem-
ber 11, 1993.

DEAN A. McGEE. In 1956 an Oklahoma oil company entered the inter-
national financial market when its stock appeared on the New York Stock 
Exchange. Kerr-McGee stock made its debut on February 23, and Robert 
S. Kerr bought the first 100 shares traded. By the end of the day, 5,300 
shares had been sold.

From Robert S. Kerr’s partnership with his brother-in-law in the An-
derson and Kerr Drilling Company in 1930 to the formation of Kerr-Mc-
Gee Oil Industries in 1946, the company had gone through many chang-
es. One of the most important changes was the hiring of a young geologist 
named Dean A. McGee in 1936. When James Anderson retired that year 
and sold his interest to Kerr, the new sole owner began looking for a key 
man to help run the company. Kerr’s main interest lay elsewhere, and his 
talent for hiring good people to work for him was certainly at its sharpest 
when he hired McGee.

Under McGee’s well-trained eye and excellent instincts, the company 
moved into more areas of interest. In 1947 the company drilled the first 
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successful offshore well out of sight of land. At 9:00 a.m. on Sunday 
morning, October 4, 1947, more than 10 miles from the nearest land, the 
small Oklahoma company hit oil with the first well drilled in open water, 
and at the amazingly shallow depth of 1,500 feet.

In the early 1950s Kerr-McGee ventured into the uranium fields, 
which were in such hot dispute that some of its workers were actually 
fired upon by other speculators. In July, 1956, Kermac Nuclear Fuels was 
organized by the parent company.

By 1958, Kerr-McGee had grown large enough to be listed by Fortune 
magazine in “The 500 Largest Industrial Corporations” in the United 
States. In the five categories analyzed, the Oklahoma company averaged a 
middle position among all the companies. On June 23, 2006, Kerr-Mc-
Gee was merged into Houston-based Anadarko Petroleum.

Dean A. McGee moved into the top position with the company in 
1963 and led it through several years of dramatic growth. McGee de-
veloped many interests besides Kerr-McGee, however, including other 
companies in which he served as a director. He was active in several or-
ganizations, including the Oklahoma City Chamber of Commerce, the 
Oklahoma Arts Council, the Urban League, the YMCA, the Symphony 
Foundation, and the Oklahoma State Fair and Exposition Council. He 
also served with the Oklahoma-Arkansas Presbyterian Foundation, the 
Presbyterian Medical Center, the Oklahoma Medical Research Founda-
tion, and the Frontiers of Science.

Out of a personal experience with a detached retina, he turned his 
energies and generosity to research for eye diseases and injuries to the eye. 
He founded the Dean A. McGee Eye Institute and staffed it with the best 
specialists available. It is now one of the leading eye research institutes in 
the United States. Dean McGee died September 15, 1989.

KAREN SILKWOOD. On November 13, 1974, Karen Silkwood, a labora-
tory technician at Kerr-McGee’s Cimarron Plant near Crescent, died in a 
one-car accident. Silkwood and other members of the Oil, Chemical, and 
Atomic Workers International Union (OCAW) had accused the company 
of deliberate carelessness and of falsifying records concerning safety pre-
cautions.

Anti-nuclear groups claimed that the company had conspired to stop 
Silkwood from meeting with a New York Times reporter and that her 
death was a result of that conspiracy. Others, including both the police 
and the Kerr-McGee Corporation, claimed that her death was an acci-
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dent caused by her going to sleep at the wheel and running her car off the 
road.

Reportedly Silkwood was carrying papers which would prove the com-
pany’s guilt in the claim of disregard for regulations. The fact that no 
papers were found at the scene was used by both sides as proof of their 
allegations. The anti-nuclear groups claimed that the papers had been 
removed by someone who they believed had run Silkwood off the road; 

Kerr-McGee and others claimed that no such 
papers had ever existed. An autopsy showed the 
presence of the drug methaqualone in Silkwood’s 
body.

In 1983, the movie Silkwood portrayed the 
lab-tech’s side of the story, placing the blame for 
conspiracy and cover-up with the company.

Dr. John S. Ezell told the company’s side of 
the story in his 1979 book Innovations in Energy: 
The Story of Kerr-McGee (University of Oklahoma 
Press). According to Ezell,

. . .The truth was twofold: a private company in a pioneering effort…
failed to conceive of every possible contingency [option] and, for those 
dangers which were recognized, had not exerted the maximum effort 
needed to control them. The accidents and mishandling of the radioactive 
materials, low degree as they had been, were highly exploited by forces 
beyond the judgment of the courts. . .

Kerr-McGee’s Cimarron Plant near Crescent closed in December, 
1975, and its license was officially terminated in March, 1993. Kerr-Mc-
Gee is no longer involved in nuclear energy production at any location.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. What were major accomplishments of Raymond Gary’s administra-
tion?

2. How was Johnston Murray related to William H. Murray?
3. What was the Better Schools Amendment?
4. Identify Dean A. McGee.

Karen Silkwood
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