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Writers typically dedicate their books to a particular person, but this book is dedicated to a singularly spiritual moment in the once Wild West and the three people who shared it with me. On June 20, 2016, on our way to the annual Western Writers of America conference, Beverly Waak and I, along with our friends Preston and Harriet Lewis, visited the Little Bighorn Battlefield National Monument. In this historic place where two cultures collided so violently, what we perceived, lingering over the still-remote landscape like traces of gun smoke, was an overwhelming sense of peace. At the circular memorial commissioned by the Lakota to honor their fallen warriors, I happened to look up into a dark blue Montana sky. Having traveled to a lot of places over many decades, I had never seen anything like this: a long, high, thin cloud that looked very much like a giant eagle feather. Beverly, Harriet, and Preston saw it too. Freak of weather? Somehow, it didn’t feel like that. Rather, it was as if the sky, in concert with the wind and the sun, wanted to remind us with its rendering of such a sacred American Indian icon that no matter what, all of us are connected—to each other, to the past, and to the land.


—Mike Cox








PREFACE: FINDING THE WILD WEST


Ain’t nothing better than riding a fine horse in a new country.


—GUS MCCREA IN LONESOME DOVE




LIKE MOST BABY BOOMERS, I LEARNED ABOUT THE OLD WEST IN the mid-1950s and early 1960s watching black-and-white television westerns and John Wayne movies in color. But that was Hollywood’s Old West.


Thanks largely to my late granddad, L.A. Wilke, I began to learn about the real Old West. He was born in Central Texas in the fading days of that era, just long enough ago to have learned how to ride a horse well before he ever got behind the wheel of an automobile. Too, as a youngster and later as a newspaperman, he met some notable Wild West figures, from Buffalo Bill Cody to old Texas Rangers who had fought Comanches. A fine storyteller, he shared his experiences with me. Also, he passed his copies of True West and Frontier Times on to me. At the time, his friend Joe Small published both magazines in Austin, where I grew up.


Even before I started reading nonfiction Western magazines and books, again thanks to Granddad, I got to visit some Old West historic sites when they were still just abandoned ruins. With him, as a first grader I prowled around old Fort Davis in West Texas well before the federal government stabilized it as a National Historic Site. Later, Granddad took me to several southwest New Mexico ghost towns, including Shakespeare, Hillsboro, and Kingston. This was in 1964, when many of that state’s roadways were not yet paved. In that desert high country, I experienced for the first time the still-vast openness of the West and the sense of adventure in exploring an old place new to me.


So why was the West wild?


I think you will come to understand the “why” when you experience the “where” of the Wild West. Though many of the sites described in these books are in populated areas, some are as remote or more remote than they were back in the Wild West’s heyday. In visiting these sites, say a ghost town well off the beaten path, you should be able to feel the reason why the West was wild. When I stand in the middle of nowhere, distant from nothing, I feel the sense of freedom that must have driven so much of human behavior in frontier times. In such emptiness, usually scenic, it’s easy to believe you can do anything you, by God, want to, be it bad or good.


Some see the West as being all the states west of the Mississippi, which includes twenty-three states. Others maintain that the West begins at the ninety-eighth meridian. My belief is that the Mississippi River is what separates the East from the West in the US.


Accordingly, moving from east to west, this series of travel guides divides the West into five regions: along the Mississippi (Louisiana, Arkansas, Iowa, Minnesota, and Missouri); the Great Plains (Oklahoma, Kansas, Nebraska, South Dakota, and North Dakota); the Southwest (Arizona, New Mexico, and Texas); the Mountain West (Colorado, Montana, Nevada, Utah, and Wyoming); and the Pacific West (Alaska, California, Idaho, Oregon, and Washington).


Having described what I consider the West, what constitutes “wild?”


Former Wild West History Association president Robert G. (Bob) McCubbin, a history buff who acquired one of the world’s most inclusive collections of Western photographs, ephemera, books, and artifacts, a few years back offered his take on the matter.


“The Wild West was a time and place unique in the history of the world,” he wrote. “It took place on the plains, prairies, mountains, and deserts of the American West, from the Mississippi River to the Pacific Ocean. It began about the time of the California gold rush and was at its height in the 1870s through the 1890s, fading away in the decade after the turn of the twentieth century—as the automobile replaced the horse.”


He went on to explain that Wild West does not mean wilderness wild. It means lawless wild. While untamed grandeur was certainly a part of the Wild West, it was the untamed men and women who made the West wild.


“Of course,” McCubbin continued, “during the Wild West period there were many good and substantial citizens who went about their business in a law abiding and constructive way. Most of those are forgotten. It’s the excitement of the Wild West’s bad men, desperadoes, outlaws, gunfighters, and lawmen—many of whom were also, at times, cowboys, scouts, and buffalo hunters—and the dance hall girls and ‘shady ladies,’ who capture our interest and imagination.”


While mostly adhering to McCubbin’s definition of the Wild West, I could not stick to it entirely. Some things that happened prior to the California gold rush—Spanish and French colonial efforts, the Louisiana Purchase, the Lewis and Clark Expedition, the exploits of mountain men, the development of the great western trails, and the Mexican War of 1846 to 1848—were critical in shaping the later history of the West. That explains why some of the sites associated with these aspects of history needed to be included in this book.


For the most part, 1900 is the cut-off date for events related in this series of books. But the Wild West did not end at 11:59 p.m. on December 31, 1899. Some places, particularly Arizona, Oklahoma, New Mexico, and far west Texas stayed wild until World War I. Sometimes, events that occurred in the nineteenth century continued to have ramifications in the early twentieth century. An example would be the life and times of Pat Garrett, who killed Billy the Kid in 1881. Garrett himself was shot to death in 1909, so his death site is listed.


The Finding the Wild West series is not intended as a guide to every single historic site in a given city, state, or region. Some towns and cities had to be left out. It would take an encyclopedic, multi-volume work to cover all the historical places throughout the western states. I have tried to include the major sites with a Wild West connection, along with some places with great stories you’ve probably never heard.


These books focus primarily on locations where there is still something to see today. Those sites range from period buildings and ruins to battlefields, historical markers, tombstones, and public art. In addition to historic sites, I have included museums and libraries with collections centered on “those thrilling days of yesteryear.” Again, I have not listed every museum or every attraction.


A note on directions: Since almost everyone has access to GPS applications or devices, locations are limited to specific addresses with “turn here” or “until you come to” used only when necessary, with the exception of block-row-plot numbers of graves (when available). GPS coordinates are given for more difficult to find locations.


The Wild West has long since been tamed, with nationally franchised fast-food places and big-box stores standing where the buffalo roamed and the deer and the antelope played. Considered another way, however, the Wild West hasn’t gone anywhere. It still exists in our collective imagination—a mixture of truth and legend set against the backdrop of one of the world’s most spectacular landscapes.


Wild Bill Hickok, Jesse James, George Armstrong Custer, Billy the Kid, Wyatt Earp, and others received a lot of press and rose from the dead as Western icons, but there were many more characters—from outlaws to lawmen, drovers to cattle barons, harlots to preachers—whose stories are yet to be brought to life. Indeed, every tombstone, every historical marker, every monument, every ghost town, every historic site, every place name, every structure, every person has a story to tell. Like a modern-day prospector, all you need to do is pack these books in your saddlebag, mount up, and ride out in search of the Wild West.


—Mike Cox
Wimberley, Texas








INTRODUCTION TO THE GREAT PLAINS

FOR CENTURIES THE PROVINCE OF THE BUFFALO AND THE NATIVE Americans who depended on the shaggy animals for everything from food to shelter, the mostly flat, grassy Great Plains region includes five states: Oklahoma, Kansas, Nebraska, South Dakota, and North Dakota.


What is now Oklahoma traces to the US government’s creation of the Indian Territory in 1830. The territory lay above the Red River, which was then the northern boundary of the Mexican province that would become Texas, and immediately west of Arkansas. The government then proceeded to uproot five Southern Indian tribes and move them to the new territory.


The first political subdivisions established in the region were the territories of Kansas and Nebraska, born of the 1854 Kansas-Nebraska Act. Under the law, Congress designated the land north of the thirty-seventh parallel as Nebraska Territory while land north of the fortieth parallel became Kansas Territory.


Creation of the two territories, an action primarily motivated by the slavery issue, triggered bloody conflict along the Missouri-Kansas border that amounted to a dress rehearsal for the looming Civil War. It also led to the first significant wave of white settlers on land that by treaty had been reserved for Indians. That would bring the first major conflict between the Plains tribes, newly arrived settlers, and the US military forces that came to protect them.


The map changed again in 1861, when Congress took land from the western portion of Minnesota Territory and some from northern Nebraska Territory to create Dakota Territory. The new territory
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extended westward to include much of the land that would later become Montana and Wyoming.


With the passage of the Homestead Act in 1862, Americans hungry for the free land the new law allowed began staking claims in Dakota Territory and elsewhere on the Great Plains. A treaty in 1868 reserved Dakota Territory west of the Missouri River for the Indians, but when gold was discovered in the Black Hills, miners and others descended on the region, no matter the treaty. That brought about a war with the Sioux that lasted through the 1870s into the early 1880s. In 1889 the Indians relegated to reservations and the buffalo virtually extinct, Congress created the new states of North and South Dakota.


The rest of what would become Oklahoma was designated as Oklahoma Territory in 1890. Seventeen years later, Congress combined the Indian and Oklahoma Territories and made Oklahoma a state in 1907.








OKLAHOMA
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ADA (PONTOTOC COUNTY)

A crossroads in the Cherokee Nation looked like a good place to start a business, so William J. (Jeff) Reed built a store and a log cabin for his family there in 1890. The next year, when the government approved a post office at his store, he named it Ada for his daughter. Sales picked up considerably when the Frisco Railroad arrived in 1900 and the town grew from there.


The Night the Lights Went Out in Ada

The Old West and twentieth-century technology intersected at 2:00 a.m. on April 19, 1909, when suddenly Ada’s electric grid and telephone system went dead. A mob led by some of the town’s most respected citizens had cut off power and communication and then proceeded in the dark to the county jail, where four murder suspects lay asleep in their cells. The vigilantes easily took charge of prisoners, ordered them to dress, and marched them to the nearby vacant Frisco Livery Stable where they were hanged from the rafters. They had been accused of killing popular Ada resident A. A. “Gus” Bobbitt, a rancher and deputy US marshal. Later that day Justice of the Peace H. J. Brown ruled that Joe Allen, B.B. Burrwell, Jim Miller, and Jesse West came to their deaths “by strangulation by a rope tied around their necks … administered by the hands of unknown persons.” Of the four accused, the best known was Miller, a professional hit man known for or suspected of killing a dozen people. A religious man despite his violent occupation, Miller did not fight for his life. All he asked was that his hat be placed on his head after he was gone. After the four quit kicking, someone obliged his final request.

The frame structure on Main Street where the mass lynching occurred has long since been razed and the old Pontotoc County courthouse and jail were replaced in 1926. But in 1997, the Oklahoma Outlaw and Lawman Association (now defunct) placed a shiny black granite marker on private property not far from the scene of the quadruple hanging. Engraved at the bottom of the marker, beneath 119 words describing the lynching, is the notation that it had been erected “As a memorial to the end of the Old West and the struggle for law and order.” There it stood, to the annoyance of many locals who would just as soon not have Ada remembered for a lynching, until it was placed in storage in 2009. In 2015 the marker was moved to the Box X Cemetery (5251 County Road 1470; GPS coordinates: N34° 51.37’, W96° 48.37’), 9.2 miles northwest of Ada.






ALTUS (JACKSON COUNTY)

In the 1870s a buffalo hunter named Frazer hollowed out a dugout near Bitter Creek in what was then Greer County, Texas. He left when the buffalo did, but a small community that bore his name remained in the vicinity of his dugout. When a flood swept over the settlement in 1891, a new town was laid out on higher ground. Someone familiar with Latin suggested the place be called Altus, meaning high. The town grew as a railroad and agricultural center, with cotton-growing initially driving the economy. Altus has six buildings listed on the National Register of Historic Places.

The Western Cattle Trail from Texas to Dodge City entered Oklahoma at Doan’s Crossing in Jackson County. Some nineteen million cattle splashed across the river at this point until the crossing was abandoned in 1895. The Museum of the Western Prairie (1100 Memorial Dr., Altus; 580-482-1044) covers the full range of southwest Oklahoma’s history, including the story of this old cattle “highway.” A historical marker summarizing the history of the Western Trail stands just off US 62, two miles east of Altus. Another historical marker is located southwest of Tipton on County Road East 159.




ANADARKO (CADDO COUNTY)

An Indian agency opened in 1871 north of what would become Anadarko, but thirty years passed before the city came into being. That happened when the various Indian reservations surrounding the agency were opened to white settlement. As with the previous, larger-scale land openings in Oklahoma, lots became available on a set day, which for Anadarko was August 6, 1901. In anticipation of the land auction, in which no one could buy more than one business and one residential lot, twenty thousand people showed up. By December only three thousand or so remained in the new town, but it grew into an agricultural trading center.

Seven tribes have their headquarters in the Anadarko area and two museums focus on Native American culture: Southern Plains Indian Museum and Craft Center (715 East Central Blvd.; 405-247-6221) and the National Hall of Fame for Famous American Indians (851/901 East Central Blvd.; 405-247-5555).

One of the West’s more interestingly named museums is also located in Anadarko: The Philomathic Museum (311 East Main St.; 405-247-3240). Dating from 1935, when women of the Anadarko Philomathic Club began working to establish a local history museum, the collection has been housed in the old Rock Island Railroad depot since 1975. (A philomath is someone who enjoys learning, as in a person who would be curious to know the definition of “philomathic,” the adjective used to describe the enjoyment of learning.)




ARDMORE (CARTER COUNTY)

Until shortly before the Santa Fe Railroad came through in 1887, the area around what would become Ardmore was open range land in the Chickasaw Nation. The only structure was the 700 Ranch headquarters. But the railroad changed all that. First in tents, then in frame buildings, businesses popped up near the tracks to cater to railroad men, travelers, and the Chickasaw people. A fire in 1895 wiped out much of the town, but it was rebuilt with mostly brick buildings. In the early twentieth century, Ardmore boomed as an oil town.

The career of one of the Wild West’s most notorious outlaws, Bill Dalton, ended near Ardmore on June 8, 1894. That’s about the only undisputed fact about what happened that day. At first, many found it hard to believe that Dalton had been killed at all. Of course, some newspaper readers could be forgiven for being a bit skeptical of the news. After all, Dalton had been reported dead or dying three times previously after encounters with law enforcement. But after the outlaw’s widow formally identified his body, and his corpse went on display at a funeral home in Ardmore, most folks accepted that his run had finally ended. But there was still the matter of who killed him. The historical marker at the site of the shootout says deputy US Marshal Selden Lindsey fatally shot Dalton when he resisted arrest. But Caleb “Loss” Hart, another deputy US marshal who was there that day, claimed he killed Dalton, not Lindsey. It should be noted that the historical marker later erected at the site of the shooting was paid for by Harrell McCullough (1913–1999), grandson of Selden Lindsey.

The shooting took place on a farm west of the small community of Elk, now known as Poolville. The site is 6.2 miles north of State Highway 53 off Poolville Road. From I-35 take exit 42 to State Highway 53, and travel 12.8 miles to Poolville Road. Turn right (north) and follow to the marker.

Pat Garrett of Billy the Kid fame was not the only notable Wild West sheriff with that last name. In Carter County, Buck Garrett (1871–1929) had a long and distinguished career as a lawman, as Ardmore police chief from 1905 to 1910 and sheriff from 1910 to 1922. He seldom carried a gun. Considering the record of his longtime deputy David M. “Bud” Ballew (1877–1922), going around unarmed may have been a good idea. In separate line of duty incidents, Ballew killed six men in Ardmore. The first was a man he shot while trying to make an arrest with Garrett. On his own, Ballew killed a former deputy US marshal and prohibition agent named Dow Braziel (1881–1919), a would-be robber, and two other men. The body count ended when Ballew moved from Ardmore to the Texas oil boomtown of Wichita Falls. There, on May 5, 1922, when he got drunk and caused a disturbance in a saloon there, Police Chief J.W. McCormick and another officer tried to arrest him. Ballew reached for a concealed handgun but the chief put five bullets in him before he could pull the weapon.

Ballew is buried seven miles from Ardmore in Lone Grove Cemetery, near the intersection of Church and North Memorial Roads. Garrett and former deputy US Marshal Braziel are buried in Ardmore’s Rose Hill Cemetery (1604 C St. Southeast).


“Gainesville Shoes”

Before Oklahoma statehood, federal law prohibited distribution of alcohol in the five nations of Indian Territory. Ardmore was in the Chickasaw Nation and the most common criminal charge was bootlegging. However, only thirty-nine miles down the tracks in Gainesville, Texas, whiskey selling was legal. Consequently, Ardmore residents not willing to give up their ardent spirits often found it necessary to take the Santa Fe to Gainesville to “buy shoes.” Of course, each shoe box they returned with held a bottle of booze, not new footwear.

The ready availability of “shoes” south of the Red River, coupled with other smuggling methodologies, kept Ardmore rough around the edges until World War I. The only difference between the town’s saloons and bawdy houses and other Wild West venues was the necessity of being less conspicuous. The Dew Drop Inn, one of the toughest dives, operated wide open, if discreetly, in the basement of a two-story brick building. A pharmacy occupied the ground floor while Dr. Walter Hardy had a sanitarium, or hospital, on the second floor. The saloon had a less-visible side entrance that made it easier for customers to drop in the Dew Drop. The low-key approach also put less pressure on local or federal authorities to shut it down. The arrangement also proved handy for Dr. Hardy, who did not have to go far to treat fistfight and gunshot victims.

The building at 125 Main Street in which the Dew Drop Inn did business has since been razed, but during a 2018 renovation of a retail shop at 117 Main Street, workers found evidence of a long-rumored tunnel believed to have connected bars and bordellos to a respectable hotel. Most of the vice-related businesses were along Caddo Street, which intersects Main. For years, the district was known as “Bloody Caddo.”



Housed in a former National Guard armory built with federal Works Progress Administration money in 1935–1936, Greater Southwest Historical Museum (35 Sunset Dr.; 580-226-3857) covers the social, cultural, and economic history of south-central Oklahoma.

Thirty-two miles from Ardmore is the Chickasaw Cultural Center (867 Cooper Memorial Dr., Sulphur; 580-622-7130).




BARTLESVILLE (WASHINGTON COUNTY)

When Jacob Bartles married Delaware Chief Charles Journeycake’s daughter, it entitled him to settle in Indian Territory. He and his wife built a cabin at Silver Lake, a natural body of water in future Washington County, but they soon moved to Turkey Creek, where, in 1873, Bartles opened a trading post. A year later he bought and expanded a grist mill at a third location, this one on the Caney River. There Bartles opened a general store, a blacksmith shop, livery stable, and inn. The community that came to be called Bartles Town developed around the pioneer entrepreneur’s businesses. Later the name was changed to Bartlesville. The Santa Fe Railroad came through in 1899, but it was the discovery of oil two years earlier that shaped the town’s future.

Frank Phillips wasn’t doing badly as the owner of several barber shops in Creston, Iowa, when he learned in 1903 that an oil boom was underway in Bartlesville. Phillips sold his businesses and came to the new oil patch. With his barber shop sales profits, Phillips bought a bank, and from there expanded into the oil business. In 1917, he and his brother incorporated the Phillips Petroleum Company.

By 1925 Phillips had ample money to buy a ranch where he built a substantial lodge as a retreat for family and friends. Four years later Phillips had a stone pavilion built nearby for storage of the Woolaroc, an airplane he had entered in a 1927 air race between California and Hawaii. (Woolaroc is a fabricated word standing for woods, lakes, and rocks common to the surrounding Osage Hills.) In addition to his airplane, Phillips had a growing collection of Native American artifacts, Western art, and Colt firearms. From 1929 on, his collection grew, and the pavilion was expanded into a large museum he named after his airplane. Since the early 1930s the museum has been the home to a bronze statue, The Outlaw, Belle Starr, believed to be the only sculpture of a female outlaw. A 3,700-acre wildlife refuge surrounds the lodge and Woolaroc Museum (1925 Woolaroc Ranch Rd.; 918-336-0307), located ten miles southwest of Bartlesville. The Bartlesville Area History Museum (401 South Johnstone Ave.; 918-338-4290), covers ten thousand square feet on the top floor of Bartlesville City Hall. Twenty-five miles south of Bartlesville is the Osage Nation Museum (819 Grandview Ave., Pawhuska; 918-287-5441). Established in 1938, it is the oldest tribally owned museum in the nation.




BOISE CITY (CIMARRON COUNTY)

Fittingly enough for a town lying at the heart of the once outlaw-infested real estate that used to be called No Man’s Land, Boise City began in 1908 with a fraudulent development scheme that sent two of its founders to federal prison for mail fraud. Long before Boise City, however, the Cimarron cutoff of the Santa Fe Trail passed through the desolate area that is now the Oklahoma panhandle. Composed of eight historic structures on three and a half acres, the Cimarron Heritage Center (1301 North Cimarron Ave.; 580-544-3479) has exhibits on the Santa Fe Trail and other aspects of the area’s history. At Goodwell, sixty miles southeast in Texas County, is the No Man’s Land Museum (207 Sewell St.; 580-349-2670). Operated by Oklahoma Panhandle State University, the museum has been an area fixture since 1934.




CACHE (COMANCHE COUNTY

Quanah Parker, the last war chief of the Comanches—well regarded by his people as well as citizens of the nation that subjugated him—had risen in status and wealth to the extent that by 1890, he felt he should have a home befitting his position. A warrior who had become a man of peace, he built a two-story, eight-room house on his people’s reservation. Once it had been completed, in further recognition of hisstatus, Parker had fourteen large white stars painted on the house’s red roof, including two on a smoke house and two on a summer house. The chief got the idea after observing a pompous army general with stars on his epaulets. With his seven wives and twenty-five children, Parker lived in the house until his death in 1911. During that time, he entertained fellow tribesmen, wealthy cattlemen, and President Theodore Roosevelt in the house.

The residence remained in the Parker family until 1958, when the chief’s daughter Linda Parker Birdsong traded it to Herbert T. Woesner, who planned to restore it and make it the centerpiece of Eagle Park, an amusement venue west of Cache he’d opened in 1957. Woesner had the house moved from its original location to the park and stabilized, but never got around to a major renovation. In 1985 the park ceased operation and the old house slowly began to fall into disrepair. The Comanche Nation has expressed interest in restoring the house, which is listed on the National Register of Historical Places.

Star House and six other historic structures that had been moved to the amusement park sit on 260 acres owned by Wayne Gipson and his sister. Time and weather permitting, Gipson accepts donations for providing tours of the property. To arrange a tour, contact Gipson at his business, the Trading Post (810 North 8th St.; 580-429-3420).




CHANDLER (LINCOLN COUNTY)

Lying midway between Tulsa and Oklahoma City, Chandler was settled in 1891. Nearly destroyed by a tornado in 1897, it became an agricultural shipping center with the arrival of the St. Louis and San Francisco Railroad (better known as the Frisco) in 1898.

Today, with eight thousand square feet for artifacts, historical records, and exhibits, the Museum of Pioneer History (717 Manvel Ave.; 405-258-2425) occupies Chandler’s two oldest commercial structures, matching (and now adjoined) two-story sandstone buildings dating to 1897 to 1898. The museum features a Bill Tilghman exhibit with memorabilia associated with the famed lawman, including an original copy of the 1915 movie Tilghman did with partner Benny Kent, The Passing of the Oklahoma Outlaw. Tilghman is buried in Oak Park Cemetery (Block 16, Lot 18, Space 1; GPS coordinates: N35° 42.00’, W96° 54.17’).




CHEYENNE (ROGER MILLS COUNTY)

When Lt. Col. George Armstrong Custer and four brigades of the Seventh Cavalry charged over snow-covered ground toward the sleeping Cheyenne village early on the morning of November 27, 1868, it was so cold that the regimental band’s instruments froze halfway through the “Gary Owen,” the unit’s fighting song. But the fighting was hot. The soldiers killed some sixty men, women, and children while losing twenty of their own. As the Washita Battlefield National Historic Site website notes, “The event was an example of the tragic clash of cultures during the Great Plains Wars.” Part of the National Park System since 1996, the 315-acre Washita Battlefield National Historic Site (18555 State Highway 47 Alt.; 580-497-2742) is located along the Washita River within the US Forest Service’s Black Kettle National Grassland, two miles west of Cheyenne. The visitor’s center features an interpretative film and exhibits that tell the story of the battle.




CLAREMORE (ROGERS COUNTY)

Rogers County is named for one of its earliest settlers, Clem Rogers. He came to the area in 1856 and went on to establish the sixty-thousand-acre Dog Iron Ranch (9501 East 380 Rd.; 918-275-4201), located two miles east of Oologah. The rancher played an important role in pushing for Oklahoma statehood and served on the new state’s constitutional convention in 1907, but he would not be the best-known Rogers in the family. His son Will, born in 1879, became a world-famous rodeo performer, movie star, and pundit.

First known as Clermont for an Osage chief, the town got a post office in 1874 and became county seat with the later organization of Rogers County. As often happened, a post office error resulted in Clermont becoming Claremore. A railroad crossroads, the town grew as a trade center.

The nineteen-thousand-square-foot Will Rogers Memorial Museum (1720 West Will Rogers Blvd.; 918-341-0719) tells the story of Rogers’s transition from cowboy to comedian to commentator with artifacts, memorabilia, photographs, films, and documents. The museum opened in 1938, three years after Rogers and Wiley Post died in a plane crash in Alaska. Rogers’s tomb is on the twenty-acre site, which along with Rogers’s birthplace on the Dog Iron Ranch is managed by the Oklahoma Historical Society. An eleven-thousand-square-foot addition to the museum in Claremont was built in 1983.


Take Your Medicine Like a Good Boy

Young John Monroe Davis lay dangerously ill but refused to take any medicine. If he’d change his mind, Davis’s father told his son, he’d give him a shotgun. Not only did the father’s bribe work, it kindled a life-long passion for firearms that led to Davis’s development of the world’s largest privately held gun collection. Already a gun collector, Davis bought Claremont’s Hotel Mason in 1916 during the Tulsa-area oil boom. He later branched out into other business endeavors, but early on that hotel was both his means of making a living and a place to display his growing gun collection. As he did better in business, he continued to acquire individual firearms and the collections of others, his holdings growing faster than cartridges ejected from a Gatling gun. Davis transferred ownership of his collection to a non-profit foundation in 1965. The foundation then leased the guns to the Oklahoma Historical Society for ninety-nine years, with the stipulation that the society build and maintain a museum to conserve and display his collection. The J.M. Davis Arms and Historical Museum (330 North J.M. Davis Blvd.; 918-341-5707), opened in Claremore on July 27, 1969, Davis’s eighty-second birthday. When he died in 1973, he was buried on the museum grounds, eternally close to his twelve-thousand-plus guns.






CROMWELL (SEMINOLE COUNTY)

The violent death of Cromwell town marshal Bill Tilghman on November 1, 1924, had a Wild West connection, even if it was related to Prohibition. When a drunken and reportedly corrupt federal prohibition agent named Wiley Lyn shot and killed Tilghman, an era ended along with his life. At seventy, the oil boomtown marshal was a legend in his own time, though recent scholarship shows his badge wasn’t quite as shiny as is usually portrayed. Even so, Tilghman was a lawman in Dodge City in the 1870s and 1880s, a contemporary of people like Wyatt Earp and Bat Masterson. Then, in the 1890s, he became known as one of the “Three Guardsmen,” the trio of deputy US marshals who did much in ridding what is now Oklahoma of its more infamous outlaws.

A historical marker stands at the site of Murphy’s Dance Hall, where Tilghman had been before going outside to investigate a gunshot and finding agent Lyn, whom he tried to arrest. The marker was placed in a park off Shawnee Avenue between Jenkins and Hall Streets in Cromwell. A fire whipped through town about a year after Tilghman’s killing and destroyed most of the wood frame buildings and tar paper shacks that constituted the town, including Murphy’s Dance Hall.




DEWEY (WASHINGTON COUNTY)

When Admiral George Dewey defeated a Spanish fleet in Manilla Bay in 1898, it seemed fitting to name the new town then being developed in Washington County in his honor. The community could as well have been named for the man who founded it, rancher-entrepreneur Jacob H. “Jake” Bartles. First, he surveyed a rail route from Caney, Kansas, to his store at Silver Lake. Next, he contracted to have the right-of-way graded, and then he induced the Santa Fe Railroad to take over the project and lay tracks. The railroad followed most of the route Bartles had laid out, but when the company decided to bypass where he had his store, he laid out a townsite along the Santa Fe’s route. Bartles vacated Silver Lake and moved his store to Dewey. He didn’t just build a new store, he literally moved the old one on rollers, with oxen doing the pulling. Mindful of cash flow, he kept the business open during the five months it took to move it.

The next thing Bartles needed for his new town was a fine hotel. In 1899 he started construction of an ornate, three-story Victorian building with wide porches and a distinctive cupola. The thirty-one-room Dewey Hotel (801 North Delaware Ave.; 918-534-0215) opened a year later and was the social center of the town for decades. Over the years it accommodated cowboys, ranchers, railroad men, outlaws, and just plain folks. In 1964 it was donated to the Washington County Historical Society, which renovated it and opened it as a museum.

In the latter part of 1911, Dewey city fathers hired a thirty-two-year-old Pennsylvania-born cowboy and Army veteran to serve as night town marshal. He was married to a local woman and their daughter was born in Dewey. That man was Tom Mix. Mix had performed in Zack Miller’s 101 Wild West Show, had already had a few parts in silent Western movies, and didn’t tote a real gun in Dewey for long before he returned to Hollywood and became a screen legend. He starred in almost three hundred movies before his death in a car crash in 1940. In 1965, a group of local businessmen realized that a Tom Mix museum would be good for the local economy. They negotiated to buy a large collection of items that had been in his estate and rented and remodeled a building to house the artifacts. Later, the Oklahoma Historical Society took over operation of the Tom Mix Museum (721 North Delaware St.; 918-534-1555). A replica of the concrete jail in which Mix would have booked prisoners stands behind the Dewey Hotel Museum.


A Shooting Starr Goes into the Ground

Era-spanning outlaw Henry Starr, who transitioned from horseback to automobile, is buried in the Dewey Cemetery (Lot 18, Space 6; 411 East Don Tyler Ave.). For years his grave was unmarked, findable only because it lay next to the marker for one of his two children, marked simply if incorrectly, “Baby Star.” A gray granite tombstone has since been placed over his grave. Inscribed on the bottom of the tombstone are some of Starr’s own words: “I’ve robbed more banks than any man in America.” The cemetery is on the east side of US 75, just north of town.
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