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  PREFACE





 



  Oklahoma defies easy labels and preconceptions. It is not especially flat, treeless, or dusty. It is not particularly rural, backwards, or quaint. It has a number of large lakes, none of which is natural. Churchgoing is popular with Oklahomans, and so are gambling and divorce. Famous for its tornadoes, Oklahoma has also become one of the most earthquake-prone areas in the country.




  Oklahoma’s history is surprising and never boring. At least five great historical dramas have happened there: the Trail of Tears, the land runs, the Tulsa Race Riot, the Dust Bowl, and the Oklahoma City bombing. These events transcend time and place in their compelling human interest. Everything else that occurred in between is merely fascinating.




  In some ways Oklahoma’s history is like that of a southern state; in other ways it is more midwestern, and in still other respects, western. Slavery and Civil War battles share the same landscape with sod houses, wheat fields, Indian wars, and cattle drives. Oklahoma history may be shorter than that of some other states, but it is history on “fast-forward.”




  Although admitted to the union as recently as 1907, Oklahoma is not as young as it seems. It possesses a deep and rich Native American history that far predates Columbus—and Christ, for that matter. Its modern history began with the Indian removals that occurred in the 1820s and 1830s, culminating with the Trail of Tears. The land runs of the 1890s heralded the end of the Indian republics and the patchwork of reservations that almost seventy different tribes and nations called home. Hundreds of thousands of white settlers poured into Indian Territory and Oklahoma Territory, lured by the promise of homesteads and the discovery of oil. When Oklahoma was formed out of the Twin Territories in 1907, it was the fastest-growing state in the nation, larger in population than many established states. In the decades following, Oklahoma underwent a succession of booms and busts, never quite relinquishing the frontier mindset.




  After the oil bust of the 1980s, a new maturity seemed to awaken in the state, a greater desire to plan, invest, and build for the long term. Whether this progress can be sustained in a changing world remains an open question. Since 2007, when Oklahoma celebrated its centennial, another oil boom has come and gone, and the Great Recession took its toll. Yet there is no doubt of the determination that generations of Oklahomans have shown or of their capacity to endure. It Happened in Oklahoma tells the story of the big events and the small ones that have made the state what it is today.
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  Old Paint
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  On April 15, 1993, Leland Bement and a colleague from the state archaeological survey were returning to a location that they already knew to be the site of an ancient bison kill. Hundreds of bones at the site had gradually been exposed over the years by rain and erosion. But just how old the site was, no one knew.




  April 15 was also the opening day of turkey-hunting season in Oklahoma, and the archaeologists were following the footprints of numerous hunters up to the bluff where the bones protruded from the soil. There they found that one of the hunters had pulled a few of the bones free, causing the stone tip of a spear point to come into view. When they saw that spear point, the two scientists knew that the site would require much more investigation. It had been carved by the Folsom people, who lived over ten thousand years ago and were ancestors of today’s Native Americans.




  On its own, such a find would have designated the bison bonebed, known as the Cooper site, as a significant discovery. Folsom sites are rare finds; very few had been identified in Oklahoma up to that time. But the real treasure of the Cooper site was yet to be revealed.




  During the preliminary excavation over the next month, the painstaking work of the scientists and volunteers was interrupted by Oklahoma’s infamous stormy weather. A tornado passed overhead, along with torrential rain and baseball-sized hail. Many of the top layers of bison bones were pounded to bits. Other bones were knocked away from their carefully noted positions. Still others were reburied in mud and required excavation all over again. The scientists and volunteers set back to work, securing and protecting the site for future investigations.




  Excavation resumed in the spring and summer of 1994. Bement and others determined that in fact three bison kills had occurred at the gully on different occasions, involving twenty to thirty animals each time. The bison were not the familiar buffalo known today, but were of an extinct species, Bison antiquus, which were substantially larger and had massive straight horns jutting from the sides of their heads. The richness of the bone deposit, coupled with the evidence that multiple kills had been staged in the ancient gully, was enough for the scientists to conclude that they had found something special. Then, after several more months of hot and dusty work, the Cooper site gave up its fabulous secret.




  It was July 11, 1994. Bement was at the site, cleaning dirt off a leg bone, and beneath it he could see the eye sockets of a skull. When he lifted the leg away, he was struck dumb, and the rest of his co-workers fell silent: There, painted on the frontal portion of the skull, was a bright red zigzag, like a lightning bolt. This simple marking made the skull the oldest painted object ever discovered in North America.




  Bement and his colleagues have subsequently examined the painted skull using a scanning electron microscope and other sophisticated equipment. The paint, they found, was made of hematite, a common mineral on the southern plains. They have tried to reconstruct exactly what happened in that northwestern Oklahoma gully over ten millennia ago, and what the meaning of the painted skull might have been. They knew from previous studies that the Folsom people were nomadic, traveling in small bands and following the bison herds across the plains region. The materials for their spear points were taken from far-flung locations in what are now Texas and Kansas. The Folsom hunters shared the landscape not only with the super-sized bison, but also with mammoths, giant sloths, and other strange animals.






   Oklahoma’s area is 69,899 square miles, the twentieth largest state in the United States.







  

  Before the Cooper site excavations, little had been uncovered regarding the social life and culture of the Folsom people. The repeated use of the gully for bison kills indicated some degree of planning, forethought, and coordination. More than one group of hunters had to be involved; some needed to drive the bison into the gully, while others posted themselves along the rim with their spears poised for the kill. After the deed was done, many hands were required to strip hides and meat from the skeletons of such a large number of animals. The best-quality meat was chosen from the backs, humps, ribs, and abdominal areas. The scrapes of stone knives and bone tools are still visible on some of the bones.




  The three kills at the Cooper site occurred about fifteen years apart, yet always during the late summer and early fall season. The skull that was later decorated seems to belong to the earliest kill, lying long enough for sun, insects, and weather to dry and bleach it. When the Folsom hunters returned to the gully several years after their first successful kill, they retrieved the skull from the pile of remains while making their preparations for the next attempt. The red paint or its ingredients must have been carried from elsewhere. Someone, possibly a shaman or holy person, drew the lightning bolt—a symbol of power—onto the skull and aimed it in the direction of the gully from which the bison would be driven. Most probably the painted skull was a talisman to lure bison and bring bounty to the people.




  Apparently, it worked. Many of the bones in the layer containing the special skull show signs of being trampled by the hooves of the next herd of bison that fell atop them. The special skull itself was broken up, as perhaps was intended by its makers, because they left it where it lay to be trampled in future kills. Over the centuries the nearby Beaver River flooded and changed its course countless times, gradually burying the bones, and that wondrous fragment, under layers of silt and wind-blown sand. Little could its makers have imagined that their handiwork, created for momentary purposes, might retain a power of sorts after thousands of years: the power to communicate something of themselves to another people in the far-distant future.




  



  



   

  AD 1012




  Riddle of the Runes
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Oklahoma in the time before Columbus appears to have been a busy place. There are claims that early Chinese explorers may have left behind a statue near Luther. What appears to be the stone floor of an ancient Mayan temple was unearthed south of Edmond. And various rune stones have been found across the state, from Tulsa to Shawnee, dated by one scholar to a thirteen-year period—in the eleventh century.




  Regarding the most famous of these, the Heavener Rune-stone, about all that can be concluded with any certainty is that its inscriptions came from the hand of humankind and not from raindrops or squirrels. After debate and evidence have been exhausted, there still remains a mystery as immovable as the rock itself: Who was responsible for those strange engravings up on Poteau Mountain?




   

  We do know for certain that eastern Oklahoma in the eleventh century was extensively populated by Native Americans. Heavener itself is not far from the famous Spiro Mounds, which was a wealthy capital of the Caddoan people and a center for trade along the Arkansas River. Is it not possible that the builders of Spiro, or some other Native Americans, are responsible for the inscriptions? Indeed, the rune stone at Heavener was known locally as “Indian Rock.” It should be remembered that there was a time when American Indians had been deemed incapable of building the mounds that dot the eastern United States; it was assumed that some unknown, more “advanced” people must have been responsible. Religion scholar David Krueger has suggested that the more well-known Kensington Rune Stone of Minnesota, the inspiration for Heavener’s, was a similar attempt to whitewash Indian civilization from ancient American history.




  Most accounts trace knowledge of the Heavener site to the Choctaw Indians in the nineteenth century, though actual documentation seems to be scarce. The story resumes with a white hunter named King, who reportedly saw the markings in 1874 (before the Kensington stone was “discovered,” in fact). Other reports of the Heavener stone date to the turn of the century and afterward, the most significant being that of Carl Kemmerer, who rediscovered it in 1913 and later sent reproductions of the odd symbols to the Smithsonian Institution. According to the standard account, the Smithsonian identified the markings as Norse (or Viking) runes.




  Enter Gloria Farley, who has been the person perhaps most responsible for promoting the theory that Viking explorers authored the inscriptions. A native of Heavener, Farley first visited the site as a young girl with Kemmerer and his daughter in 1928. Farley recalls being impressed by the beautiful setting of the huge stone, which stands twelve feet high and ten feet wide in a deep ravine. The markings are chest high to an adult and each is about eight inches long. Kemmerer lifted Farley to the top of the rock and allowed her to peer down at it. The vivid experience returned to her many years later when she read about the Kensington Rune Stone (which is much smaller than Heavener’s, barely three feet high with many more symbols). She had married and moved out of state by then, but when she and her family came back to the Heavener area in 1950, Farley decided to revisit the stone at her first opportunity. When she found it again in early 1951, she dubbed it the Heavener Runestone.




  Over the next four decades, Farley made it her business to prove the Viking origins of the inscriptions. She interviewed the locals, gathered sworn statements, and corresponded with scholars of alleged Norse exploration in America. Meetings of experts were convened in her living room, where it was decided that the markings could not be of Native American origin. By 1970, Farley’s efforts at last began to bear fruit, and with the help of a state senator, Heavener Runestone State Park was established to protect the site.




  Farley’s case for the park was bolstered by the findings of a retired army cryptographer named Alf Mongé, who published Norse Medieval Cryptography in Runic Carvings with a colleague in 1967. Mongé considered the Heavener stone to be among the most significant artifacts of supposed Norse exploration in mid-continent America. He determined that the symbols were a “cryptopuzzle” that, when decoded, represented the date November 11, 1012 (older than the Kensington stone by 350 years). He did the same analysis for several other rune stones from around the state, determining that they dated from 1009 to 1022. Since the Heavener date coincided with a day of the religious calendar, Mongé’s co-author, O. G. Landsverk, concluded that the carver of the inscriptions might have been a priest.




  Most professional archaeologists and Scandinavian scholars remained skeptical of such claims. Landsverk himself pointed to a serious weakness in them: He expected that there would be more evidence of Norsemen in Oklahoma (such as graves, weapons, and dwelling sites), but none has ever been found. The case for the Heavener stone’s origins was not helped when scholars began to cast doubt on the authorship of the Kensington stone, raising the probability that it might be a hoax perpetrated by an immigrant Scandinavian farmer in the late nineteenth century.




  Gloria Farley kept the faith, however, and her patience was rewarded with more scholarly reinforcements during the 1980s. Richard Nielsen, described as an engineer and expert in Norse languages, published a series of articles that strove to re-authenticate the Kensington Rune Stone and to provide a new translation for the Heavener inscriptions. Nielsen believed that the runes should be read as GLOMEDAL, which means Glome’s Valley. An individual named Glome appears to have been staking a claim to the surrounding countryside, with the stone as a giant marker. Startlingly, Nielsen placed the carving still further into the past, somewhere around AD 750.




  Farley, who has written her own book on pre-Columbian oddities in America, leans toward Nielsen’s conclusions. She rejected outright a more recent, alternative theory of the meaning of the runes. According to a Sallisaw minister, Dr. Lee W. Woodard, the rune stone was created in 1687 by one of the associates of the French explorer La Salle, who allegedly died in the vicinity. The markings represent a monument to La Salle and his expedition.




  All such theories regarding the origins of the Heavener Runestone continue to be just intriguing enough, and just inconclusive enough, to perpetuate interest in the site. In 2003 the state tourism commission agreed to allow an investigation of a collapsed cave nearby, where it was hoped more runes or some artifacts might finally be found, but none have been reported. Two European experts arrived in that same year with ultraviolet lights in hand, which they used to examine the markings in an attempt to confirm their age. Their results were inconclusive.




  In her response to Dr. Woodard’s theory attributing the runes to a La Salle compatriot, Gloria Farley noted a feature of the inscriptions that is rarely mentioned, but that might entail a theory all its own: There are two initials in English, “E. S.,” close to the rightmost rune. The artist’s signature? Who can say? Meanwhile, the Heavener Runestone continues to attract tourists—and theories.




  



  





   1834




That Fatal Country
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  Ihave become so much Indian of late,” the artist George Catlin wrote home from Fort Gibson in June 1834, “that my pencil has lost all appetite for subjects that savour of tameness.” It was the eve of his departure with the Leavenworth-Dodge Expedition, and he was still full of the fervor that had driven him up and down the frontier for the past three years, sketching portraits and landscapes of Native American life. He called his wide-ranging travels a “true School of the Arts,” more valuable to him than a lifetime spent in New York studios. His only concern about the upcoming expedition—the first-ever foray of nearly five hundred soldiers, guides, and scouts into the lands of the Comanches and Wichitas—was that the show of force might “frighten them out of sketching distance.”
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  Catlin would need all of this enthusiasm and more to sustain him during the harrowing journey that lay ahead. The expedition was intended both to impress the western plains tribes and to establish formal relations with them. Congress had passed legislation for Indian removal in the East, and the army was charged with reconnoitering future areas of settlement and relocation. Among the hundreds of men who set out on June 20 under the command of General Henry Leavenworth were two others who would later join Catlin in the annals of future fame: Jefferson Davis, then a youngish lieutenant in the US Army, and Jesse Chisholm, already working as a pathfinder on the plains.




  When it began, the Leavenworth-Dodge Expedition was an imposing array of mounted soldiers, guides from diverse tribes, supply wagons, and dozens of cattle to feed the troops. Leavenworth initially pushed southwestward from Fort Gibson and crossed the Canadian River on June 25, averaging about twenty miles per day. By the first of July, the men had made it to the vicinity of the mouth of the Washita River where it meets the Red River.




  



  



  Catlin was entranced by the scenery before him—the timberland that alternated with rolling prairie, dotted with buffalo—and declared it “a panorama too beautiful to be painted with a pen.” He found wild grapes that were delicious, and he eagerly joined in a buffalo hunt. Yet Catlin was too experienced a frontier traveler to think that the trip to the west and back would be easy. “[O]ne thing is certain . . . we shall meet with many severe privations and reach that place a jaded set of fellows,” he wrote.






   The landscape of Oklahoma, which includes swamps, forests, prairies, and mesas, has been rated by the Environmental Protection Agency as one of the most diverse in the United States.





  

  Catlin’s qualms proved to be true all too quickly. Even before they left the camp on the Washita, a strange illness began to strike both men and beasts alike. Three officers, including General Leavenworth himself, along with forty-five soldiers and seventy-five horses and mules, were the first to be stricken with the terrible fever, which was made worse by the oppressive summer heat. Temperatures reached as high as 107 degrees, intolerable to men in wool uniforms. As each day passed, more men fell ill. By July 3 rafts had been built to cross the deep brown waters of the Washita, and Independence Day was marked on the opposite bank. It was decided that Colonel Dodge, the second in command, would continue on with the able-bodied troops, while the general would recuperate with the rest and bring up the rear with some of the supply wagons. As it turned out, Leavenworth died within days after the expedition departed.




 



  



  



  The expedition that now pushed westward numbered about 250 men, so great had the toll of the sickness been; some had died, many more were incapacitated, and others remained behind to care for the sick. The expedition was no longer an overwhelming force, and the soldiers were edgy as they ventured farther into unknown Indian lands. In the dead of night on July 7, a sentry mistook a stray horse for an attacker and shot it through the heart, alarming the whole camp and stampeding their horse herd in the process. Much of the following day was spent recovering the horses.




  About a hundred miles out from the Washita camp, Colonel Dodge and his men at last encountered a party of Comanches, who were wary at first but finally agreed to accompany the expedition to a large village near the Wichita Mountains. En route, Catlin was amazed at the teeming numbers of bison and wild horses. He and a friend attempted to catch a mus-tang by “creasing” it with a rifle—shooting it through the gristle on top of its neck and thus stunning it. They had seen marksmen do it before, but their own shooting skills were not up to the task, and they grieved when they broke the horse’s neck.




  On July 16, Catlin was greatly relieved to reach camp near the Comanche village, a busy place of hundreds of lodges. He wrote happily, “I am with subjects rude and almost infinite around me, for my pen and my brush.” Catlin marveled at the horsemanship of the Comanches, pronouncing it the best he had ever seen. The soldiers were on good terms with their hosts, who looked upon the white men with great curiosity—“as if we had come from the moon,” Catlin remarked. Within days, though, the sickness hit Catlin along with more than two dozen others. Around this time, a Comanche warrior took a liking to Catlin’s old, worn umbrella and brought better and better horses in hopes of a trade. Ordinarily Catlin would have been glad to barter for artifacts, but with a fever he could not part with his sole source of shade. The Comanche later found an army officer only too happy to swap a cheap umbrella for a fine horse.




  Catlin and about thirty other sick men and an equal number of guards and caregivers were left in a makeshift fort outside the Comanche village, while Dodge limped on with the remainder of the expedition to parley with the Wichitas, Pawnees, and Kiowas farther to the west. By most accounts, Dodge was a diplomatic success in his meetings with the plains tribes. But the lurking sickness made time pressing, as did depleted rations, and presently he gathered his “pitiful little encampment,” as Catlin described it, and turned his men back toward Fort Gibson and into a deepening drought.




  Now the expedition truly was racing against time. Their progress was slowed by the dozens of litters, carrying the sick and dying, that they dragged behind them. They had very little food, and there was no game to be found and no drinkable water. The relentless sun had dried up the grass so that the horses were starving as well. Catlin recalled that “sometimes for the distance of many miles, the only water we could find, was in stagnant pools . . . in which the buffaloes have been lying and wallowing like hogs in a mud-puddle.” Here the horses “irresistibly ran and plunged their noses, sucking up the dirty and poisonous draught, until, in some instances, they fell dead in their tracks.”




  After six days, the expedition finally met with some good fortune when it reached the banks of the sandy Canadian River, where buffalo abounded. There was still little good water, and the sickness would not release its grip. Catlin was delirious for much of the return trip, riding in the back of a supply wagon where he was jostled so harshly that the skin of his elbows and knees was worn off. At last, on August 15, Colonel Dodge and what were left of his men stumbled to the bank of the Arkansas River, opposite Fort Gibson.




  As many as 150 men died during the Leavenworth-Dodge Expedition, and a greater number fell ill from the mysterious fever. As for George Catlin, he recuperated at Fort Gibson for several weeks, listening with dread to the daily funeral services for those less lucky. Finally he could take no more, and against the advice of his doctors, he packed up his sketchbook and other belongings and resolved to put as much distance as he could between himself and “that fatal country” so important to his art.




  



  






  WILL ROGERS


  








  William Penn Adair Rogers (1879–1935) was an American icon in every sense of the word. He was born near Oologah , Indian Territory, and was a member of the Cherokee Nation . He grew up as a cowboy on his family’s ranch and got his first taste of show business in rodeo roping contests. At age twenty-three he went abroad and joined a Wild West show in South Africa. After 1905 his rope-trick act made him a vaudeville mainstay in New York. Combining his astounding roping ability with comedic monologues, Rogers struck gold. Financially secure, he married Betty Blake of Arkansas in 1908.




  As his popularity grew, Rogers became one of the stars of Broadway’s Ziegfeld Follies. In 1919, he signed a Hollywood movie deal and moved his family to Beverly Hills. Rogers would appear in more than fifty films, both silent and sound, including Mr. Skitch (1933) and Judge Priest (1934). Near the height of his fame, he served as emcee of the 1934 Academy Awards.




  Rogers was more than a stage and screen performer; he was also a widely followed commentator. He conferred with presidents and was dispatched overseas as a goodwill ambassador. In 1920, he began a weekly column that was carried by more than six hundred newspapers. His nationally broadcast radio program went on the air in 1930. Rogers’ wry everyman persona connected with audiences across all media, especially during the hard times of the Great Depression. He often did benefit shows for the destitute, including one in Oklahoma in 1931. When he signed a new radio contract in 1933, he stipulated that his salary go to charity.




  After Rogers died in a plane crash with Oklahoma aviator Wiley Post on August 15, 1935, the nation went into mourning. America had lost not just a famous entertainer, but a national institution.




  




  





   1846




  After the Tears
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The story of the Cherokee Trail of Tears has been told many times, and rightly so. It was one of the most shameful episodes in all of American history. Thousands of Cherokees were driven into stockades at bayonet point, their homes and farms seized by the government. Next they were loaded like cattle into wagons to begin the long trek west. Yet the story does not end there. What happened to the surviving Cherokees after they reached their destination? Was there life after the Trail of Tears? That story is less well known, and it provides a counterpoint to the tragedy of Indian removal, a new chapter marked by resilience and endurance.




  The losses on the Trail of Tears had been terrible almost beyond imagining. At least fifteen hundred people had died in the stockades in Georgia while waiting to depart. Another sixteen hundred or more had perished during the journey due to hunger, dehydration, dysentery, and exposure. Successive waves of exiles arrived at the new Cherokee lands in the West during 1838 and 1839. Some required two months to cover the eight hundred miles, while others took as long as four months because of the harsh conditions. More people died in the months immediately after arrival, struck by disease and shorted on rations by corrupt government contractors.




  Those first months were among the hardest that the Cherokees had to face in their new territory. To survive, they were forced to fall back on some of their ancestral ways. Supplies were so scarce that many did not have bowls and pots or simple utensils with which to eat. In their previous existence back east, these items were available for sale or barter at stores and trading posts. But now most Cherokees were so poor that they had no money and nothing to trade. Tribal elders remembered how to make clay pots for cooking and holding water. They carved spoons out of wood, and made shoes and clothing out of animal hides. In addition, the government had confiscated their firearms, so for a time the Cherokees had to employ bows and arrows for hunting in order to put meat on the table.




  There were many other adjustments that had to be made in order to adapt to their new home. Soils and climate were different from what they were accustomed to. Many of the best parcels of land were already taken by earlier Cherokee emigrants, and the 1839 newcomers had to make do with more marginal areas. A few found it difficult to adapt and sought solace in alcohol or resorted to crime. But most struggled on and worked constantly to rebuild their lives.




  Unfortunately, the old tribal animosities were another aspect of Cherokee society that also survived the Trail of Tears intact. The recriminations over the removal treaty of 1835 continued for years to come, the tribe still split between those who had opposed the treaty and those who had consented. Several prominent signers of the treaty, including Elias Boudinot and Major Ridge, were assassinated as traitors by members of the anti-treaty John Ross faction. The Treaty party mobilized for revenge, aiming to overthrow Ross as chief of the Cherokees. Many of the so-called Old Settlers, who had preceded the other two groups to the West, also resented John Ross and his rule.
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