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OLD-TIME, CHOCTAW COURT GROUNDS AT MAYHEW NOW IS ONLY MEMORY 

Mayhew court ground is an historic place about to go 

the way of all the earth. 

In the days of Choctaw tribal government before passage 

of the Curtis bill in 1898, which provided for dissolution of 

tribal governments in Indian territory, now a part of Oklahoma, 

Mayhew court ground was an important place. 

Composed of a few rambling shacks and a bare plain one-

room building, it was used by Choctaws for holding district 

court, provided for in their laws and constitution. Here 

district court for the two old counties of Blue and Jacksoh, 

now comprised mainly in Bryan and Choctaw counties, was held 

three or four times each year. It was in this court Violators 

of Choctaw criminal law were tried. The Choctaw criminal code 

was not very long, but it sufficed needs of a primitive people. 

Mayhew court ground is about four miles northwest of 

the town of Boswell. There is nothing left of the old place 

except the ground, a few picker fences and a single four-



room log and board house, white-washed. 

The Choctaw criminal code provided punishment for 

many things: Murder was the most severe. 

The death penalty always was meted for murder. They 

had no jails,no penitentiary, no place of confinement or 

punishment. A man was either guilty of murder or he was not. 

He either got the death penalty or was acquitted. The death 

penalty was pretty sure of infliction. Thirty days were given 

to allow the condemned time to arrange his earthly affairs or 

seek clemency from the principal chief, or governor , who alone 

had the power to pardon. 

The condemned roan was not confined in this interim*. 

He was allowed to go free upon his pledged word to return at the 

appointed hour. There is no record or tradition of any ever 

violating this word, once given. If the condemned man refused 

to give his pledge he was chained to a tree or in the court-

house, guarded by a light horseman during the thirty days. He 

was free to transact business with any who came. 

About the year 1896 C. A. Bilbo, who now lives in 

Caddo, conducted a livery stable here. Mayhew was not on a 

railroad, and Caddo was the nearest point thirty miles away. 

One Jonas Feterby and been condemned to die at a session of 

the Mayhew court. Word got out about it, and several metropolitan 



newspapers sent star reporters to write up the execution. 

These reporters, three in number, arrived in due time, 

engaged Bilbo to take them to Mayhew, thrity miles away over 

the prairie country. 

The driver lost his way at night, and about daylight 

of the day of execution he drove into Caddo, having missed 

Mayhew in the darkness. 

The reporters were not daunted. The execution was 

to be held at 10 ofclock a. m., and getting to Mayhew was out 

of the question, so they resorted to their wits and imagination. 

Each one wrote his version of the execution and filed it with 

the telegraph office. They told how the condemned man met his 

death stoically, how his body fell back after receiving the fatal 

messenger from the rifle, into the coffin provided. They related 

of the firing squad of five men, with only one rifle loaded, 

with ball, so that no man could be certain that he was the 

executioner. 

But the thing these reporters did not know was that the 

execution never took place. It seems that Perterby*s relatives 

had gotten busy and had seen the governor, convinced of his 

innocence. In fact it later developed that Peteirby was convicted 

of killing a man who had not died, but simply had disappeared 

for a time. 



Stealing was an unpardonable sin among the Choctaws. 

It was punished sometimes by death, but more often by whipping. 

The convicted thief was tied over a log, and a strong man 

applied ten, twenty, thirty or forty lashes as the court decreed. 

Failing to pay renter permits by the Choctaw was pun-

ishable by whipping. To raise revenue to support the government 

various means to raise money had to be adopted. If a Choctaw 

land holder rented land to a farmer on shares he must pay S5 

a year to the government for the permit. This was not to be paid 

by the renter, but by the landowner. If he refused or failed 

to pay upon conviction by the district court, he was whipped, 

more or less according to the number of renters he had. 

A good law the Choctaws religiously enforced provided that 

no grass should be burned untill March. The high, luxuriant 

prairie grass furnished rich sustenance for the cattle and 

horses of the tribe. After frost this grass died and became 

useless except as a cover for the green grass that came up under 

it. 

For cutting a pecan tree, unless it was shown to be for 

a useful purpose, there was a fine of #5. These primitive people 

may not have been provident in all things, but they knew the 

value of the pecan as a nut-bearing tree, knew the value of 

the p©3an as a food during the long winter days, so they protected 



these trees. As a result, this part of the state was saved 

almost from want this fall by a large crop of pecans which 

brought the pickers about #1,000,000 in ten southeastern 

counties. 

The Choctaws had no sumptuary laws. The United States 

law prohibited bringing into any Indian reservation any 

intoxicating liquors. This law has been held by the United 

States supreme court to be in force today, but it is not so 

rigidly enforced as in former years. Therefore there was no 

law against drunkenness. 

The Choctaw had a keen sense of the rights of property 

of others. The land was owned in common. An individual or a 

family might occupy all the land they could fence. Their 

rights were scrupulously observed by all citizens. Cattle 

and horses were branded and left to roam the unbounded and 

unfenced prairies. 

Until about forty years ago the rich black and sandy 

prairie lands of the Choctaw and Chickasha nations v/ere thought 

to be fit only for grazing. 

Former Judge R, C. Freeny was one of the first Choctaws 

to put a plow into the black prairie land. Ee was soon followed 

by Peter Maytubby a prominent Chickasaw citizen. Today these 

blackland farms are considered to be worth three and four times 



as much per acre as the wood land farms* 

Only one of the twenty buildings clustered around the 

Mayhew court-house was burned. Others simply disintegrated* 

Another means of taxation was that of occupations of 

non-citizens* A lawyer must pay #10 a year for the privilege 

of practicing his profession; the same for a dentist, doctor, 

or editor* If a non-citizen merchant did business in the 

Choctaw nation, he must pay a tax of #1*50 on each $100 

worth of goods he brought into the country* This tax was 

not charged to the citizen doing business, so he had that much 

advantage* Fifty cents per year must be paid by the non-

citizen for grazing each head of cattle, 50 cents per ton 

must be paid for hay cut off the prairies. The revenue from 

these sources was never very much, not great* There were no 

bonds but the needs for large sums was not great. There were 

no bonds issued, no costly buildings, no schools to keep up, 

very few roads — and these paid for mostly by townspeople to 

induce trade* 

The passing years have brought changes, some for the 

better, some whose worth has yet to be demonstrated* 

But Mayhew court ground now is almost only a memory* 


