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James R u s s e l l Gray
Investigator
April 26, 1938

Interview with Andrew Jankson Burton
Route No* 4, MoAlester, Oklahoma.

I was born August 29, 1856, near Marietta, Georgia.

My father, William Burton, was killod in the Civil war.

My mother died, so I drifted around, working in coal mines

mostly, unt i l I reached Fort Worth, Tessa, in 1888,

I read in newspapers about the f i r s t opaning of land

"In the Indian Territory and in the spring of 1889 I went

to Pureell to wait for the day of the opening. Thousands

of people were camped there on the south side/ of the South

Canadian River. People in covered wagons, In tents and

people with nothing but the clothes they Bifpod in, sleep- ,

ing at night out in the open under the s tars with no

blarikets. Everywhere you looked you ŝ w people, buggies,

horses, mules and ox ca r t s .

I had been traveling around Kith a buddy named Catee,

Jul ius Cates. Somehow or other I had lost him in Fort Worth

and 1 was a l i t t l e lonesome. Then I met a man in Purcell

named Louis Walters. He was a German 1 had knovrn in Kentucky;
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the two of us had wprked a t t he saxae cool mine t h e r e ,

Walters and 1 formed a sor t of p a r t n e r s h i p , mostly beoause

we wantad company1

Walters had been working in the T e r r i t o r y on t h e

sec t ion : t h i s work was on the Santa Fe road, and he was

fami l i a r with the country where the "Run" was going to be .

According t o law he had t o oorae out of the "Unassigned

Lands" and make the run a t t he same time as everyone e l s e ,

i f he wanted any of t h e land . Re examined the country

before he came o u t , where some of the beet land waB l o c a t e d .

' He memorized t h e numbers of some of t he s e c t i o n s and knew

wnere the c o m e r s tones were l o c a t e d .

'The day of the Hun came. The Santa Fe Rai l rood had

th ree engines and twenty-s ix coaches e t P u r c e l l , wa i t ing

« f o r the Run to s t a r t . Al l the coaches were f u l l of people ,

men hung o& ihe s t e p s , and sone were even on top of the

- coaches*—Walters-end T"gbT" oiTt'he t r a i n , i n s i d e one of the

•* coaches.

1 t h i n k i t was aboulf noon when t h e oannons f i r ed to

s t a r t t h e .Run. The t r a i n pul led o u t , and so* did the people
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in buggies , wagons, c a r t s and on horseback. I t was a scan©

of confusion and wi ldes t d i s o r d e r . A l o t of the people on

the t r a i n were drunk, and you could hoar guns shoot ing • very-

where. A l l t h e windows on the t r a i n were shot o u t . Vfelters

hid down between two of the s e a t s , bui> I s a t s t i l l ; i f I was-

going to get kil led I wanted to be acting l ike a man about i t .

You could aee men running everywhere acrosB the country-

side. Every once in a while some fellow would jump off the

t ra in , run out, and set up a stake on a quarter of land; then

hafd shoot up in the a i r to show that h is claim:'was made. A

hundred and sixty acres of land; i s pretty' large, so l o t s of

men t r ied to claim the same quartef sometimes, maybe two or

three men to the erne pieoeof land. This led to arguments and

fighting, _ -"-" |

^-—"' Svery man had a gun, i t seemed to ma. There were some

women on the t r a in , though moat of the passengers were men.

The coach X was in was so thick with tobacco and powder eaioka

that I could hardly see. I

We went on to Oklahoaia City. There was pract ical ly noth-

ing there but a box-car depot and telegraph office, and a long

narrow v.ooden platform, You could see some ten t s and wagons
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and s tuf f around* A l o t of the people seemed to be s e t t l i n g

there around Oklahoma Ci ty . People were m i l l i n g around a l l

over town, i f you oould o a l l i t a town, I remember two wel l

dressed woman walking near me a t the depot. "Oh, where are

we to s l eep ton ight ! " one o f them exclaimed. A rough look-

ing fel low with a hamper sack of grub on h i s back s a i d , "You'll

s leep out under the sky l i k e the reat of u s , and, be d — glad

to get the chance, lady." People were nervous and upset . Most

of them were poor; about a l l they had to eat was oheeae and

crackers.

Walters and I went on toward S&mond on the t r a i n , "Our

places ara east of the tracks , on the r ight hand s i d e , on the

other s ide of Br i t ton ," Walters to ld me. "I've got my place

already picked out* There's a good place for you jus t the other

side of me* You go r ight t o the only t ree in the p r a i r i e , a b ig

oottonwood, and set your s takes . I t ' s the southwest quarter of

Section 12 , T. 1 3 , R. H W. My land i s in the same section.*1

We passed Britto'n and came to an upgrade beyond. Walters

Jumped o f f a s tha t r a i n slowed for the grade. He lanfcad in a

heap, h i s knapsaak s p i l l i n g h i s possess ions a l l along this track.
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I followed r igh t a f t e r him. I could aee deer running across the

p r a i r i e by the hundreds* 1 could see people on horses running,

too .

Walters went nor th , and I went off northeast toward a

big oottonwood t r e e tha t stood on the piega of land I wanted.

I made i t a l l r i g h t , set my s take , and also set the p r a i r i e

a f i r e . Pre t ty soon Walters oarae down to see me. " I got my

place, a l l r i g h t , " he sa id . " I t 1 8 a f ine loca t ion , with a

spr ing ( for water ."

Walters a tayed/r ight there1 on tha t place for years ,

improTing i t , and making a good l iving* He had a family;

two g i r l s and a boy* The l a s t time I heard of him, he had

sold out for a good pr ice and moved to S t i l lwa te r where

he could eduoate h i s chi ldren. He always was 8 smart fellow,

a man to look ahead and plan forahe future*

As for myself, my place never did me much good* I could-

n ' t see far enough ahead, 1 guess. I t d i d n ' t seem to me t ha t

my place would ever be any good., I t wae on the op<m p r a i r i e ,

and the wlndo were f i e r c e ; If you d i d n ' t watch careful ly your

hat would, blow over t o the next farm. You hed/to carry a ham-
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mer and some n a i l s a l l the time t o keep the s t r i p s on your

house na i l ed down, so the wind wouldn' t blow i t away. There

.wasn't enough wood around, ei ther1 ; fue l was a problem.

Like a l l p ioneers we had to face p r imi t i ve condi t ions*

At f i r s t I d i d n ' t have any house a t a l l ; I s l ep t under my

cottonwood t r e e . Then I b u i l t a so r t of dugout; I dug up

blocks of earth held together by the roots of a plant culled

"devil's shoestring," and laid walls with that. It was a

place to crouch and keep dry, whan i t rained.

Then I built a shack out of lumber that I bought from

a man named Brosn at Edmond. Lumber was high then; I'm not

sure, but I think i t was $20.00 a thousand. I built my

house twelve feet by twenty; that gave/me two l i t t l e rooms.
/

If a homesteader stayed on his land for five years ne

could get a deed free. But I got fin. a hurry for my deed,

and 1 didn't want to stay there a l l the time, so I bought
//

a deed outright* I t cost me $gk).OO. After that I borrow-

ed money on the^laca , finally losing i t .
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There wore a l l kinds of animals around my farm, in

those ea r ly days. Sometimes the deer «ould stampede, and

a man would have to run to keep from ge t t ing hurt by them.

My oottjonwood t r e e kept me from ge t t i ng run over one day.

Beside? d e e r , there wer; coyotes , wolves, tu rkeys , p r a i r i e
I

chickens, and s q u i r r e l s in the wooded p a r t s .
i

Since I got land in that f i r s t Run of 1889, 1 was not
i

el ig ible to make any more Runs for qua-rter seotionE, but

I could t ry for a town lot if 1 wished. 9o when 1 heard

of the opening of the Cherokee St r ip , I planned to make

that Run, gett ing a lot in the town of perry.

1 had a l i t t l e racing mare, an Indian pony, that I

trained for the Run* / Everyday, for three months before

tb/e|Run I raced the^mare. Then in September, 189!% the

/day; of the Run, y l e f t Orlando with the United s t a t e s

CaVairy. From /Jrlando to Perry was a matter of about four-
/

teen miles* /
/

The Cavalry went over some hills just beyond Orlando

the gping was p r e t t y rough* ^'hey were following a sor t

of narrpw path* I had a l i g h t racing oar t hi tched to my
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pony, and people had warned me not to go with the Cavalry

over t h a t narrow path ; they told me I couldn ' t get through

with a c a r t . I f e l t , though, t ha t my pony oould make b e t -

t e r t ime , in the long run, with a oar t than with me on her

back. I t was alow going r igh t a t f i r s t , but 1 f i n a l l y got

over the h i l l y par t of t he journey.

After t h a t i t was smooth going, 1 j u s t turned my pony

loose and l e t he r go . we seemed to f a i r l y f ly over the

p r a i r i e . We came to a d i t o h about s ix fee t wide, and 1

knew 1 was going too fas t to s top . I ye l led a t the mare

to make her jump, and X jumped, t o o . We made i t over , the

wheels of the oar t j u s t barely ge t t i ng a hold on the bank

at the o t h e r s ide of the d i toh . I got back in the oar t and

struck outage in.

Whan I got to Parry I heard the train that was carry-

ing set t lers whistle. I had my light stakes and cord with

me. I picked out a good lot on a h i l l and set my stakes.

Other people began to appear around me. The f i rs t man to

settle near me was a fellow named Steele. Thousands of

people made that Hun; and there wasn't land enough for
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thorn a l l . Lots of people d i d n ' t gat any land a t a l l .

One man who got a l o t n e a r mo was a fallow named

Jones whom 1 had known in'Alabama, He asked me i f X

had a shovsl .

"What do you want with i t " ? I asked.
At

nI want to dig a trench to l ie in so I won't get killed,"

he said. "Don't you hear el£ them bulletl.whistling around'1"

He was right; bullets were flying a l l around* You could

hear the shooting a l l over towa, like a continuous bombard-

ment. I told him not to worry; if his time came he would

die anyway. The next morning Ba upv and left the town; he

said he WBB getting clear out of the Territory before he got

killed.

People were fighting over their lo ts , too. You didn't

dare leave your lot if you wanted to keep i t ; you had to

leave someone to watch, anyway. Three young men had a lot near

ma, and they a l l went off to town to get stomething, leaving their

lot and tent unguarded. When they came back in a few hours there

was another bunch of people on thedr lot , and iheir tent was ly-

ing out in the road. Those boys were big, husky fellows;
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they gpt around those claim Jumpers and threw them off of

the l o t . '•'•he claim jumpers had a t a b l e set for supper, and

had t h e i r own t en t up. The o r i g i n a l owners threw a l l t h i s

stuff off t h e i r proper ty , and there wasn' t any argument,

either. i

.At tjiat time there wasn't even a depot, so far as I

know, at Jerry. The nearest depot was at Eorton, a l i t t l e

place about half a mile south. Perry became a town in a

few hours, like some sort of magic. Stores went up in tents;

so didafcay establishments. It was a good place for a town;

it was on a prairie, butthera^wae a creek near, and some

patches of(woods for fuel.

I had a lot of fun and learne \a lot in the Runs that

I made, but in a material way I naver gained much. S t i l l ,

i
I'm glad I made them. I saw history being made, saw con-

i

d it ions as jthey actually were. I t has been my experience

as a rule that the people who were out the most, in time
i

and trouble to make those Buns, wero the ones who got the

least out of them.


