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Joseph. S. Clark, Supervisor
" March 15, 1938

Interview with W. H. H, Keltner,
‘Tishomingo, Oklehoma.

A PIONEER IN INDIAN TERRITORY.

«. H. H. Keltner %as born July 13, 1350, ebout one
nile east of the kose Hill plentetion or six miles socutneest
of the present c¢ity of Hugo, Choctzw County. |

His mother wes .jency E. Devis, formerly of Muscles
Shosls, Alabema. ‘qu fether, Arthur 2. Devis, was & cousin
of the Confederste president, Jeffersom Davi§. His feather

L

%as J. €. C. Keltner from Kentuckg. An uncle,‘H: D. Keltner,

-—~.who was a Christian preacher, established & female college

- 2

ot Fayetteville, Arkensas, which was later sold-to the state.
d. U, first attended school st Pleasani'Hill, latef
Xnown as Sp¥ing Chepel, s out thres miles northwest of his
home. . The neighborhood schoyl wes condnctied by ﬁéétor
- Debney, a Presbyterisgn missionary and teacher sent to the
Choctaw Nation by the American Boerd of Com@issioners for

" Foreign Missions.

N
b

In 1857, the Keltner family moved from the Choctaw
Netion into the Chickasaw Netion snd settled et old
Kingston, which was abdout three miles southwest of the

present townsite. There the Keltners and other families
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engaged in farming end stock-raising. ¥, H. remembers

that in the fall of thet year, a group weht on a buffalo- .
hunting trip west of Fort Arbuckle on Wild Horse Creek and
he was allowed to accompeny the hunters. OSeverel young
buffelo were killed énd enough of the meet was jerked for

a winter'é supply.

Another incident he rééalls of the pre-wer period Qas
a trip he made'in the:éompany of his fether &and &n o0ld
German down into Van Zandt County, Te;as, to Jorden Saline,
to obtain e wagon load of selt. The home-made wegon was
ptilled by four yoke of oxen.

’éhey returnéd by -Greenville, Fb:mersville{ McKinney and
R;y's Mill., At the lest ' plece, they exchenged 5art of
their supply of salt for flour. Loading up,'they attempted
to cross the Red River at what ig mow #illis ferry. The

1

river had very little water in iu, when they were zlmost 8
across, the ferry sé;;-underneath he load. The water, v
however, barely reached tﬁe bad ofxthe wagon, 80 other oxen
were hitched on and the load of pro;isions wes pulled

sefely ashore. Then the oxen were hitchgd to the ferry and

3

i1t was pulled out, high and dry, so the ﬁecessary repairs
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to it could be maﬁeﬂ

Meantime he was atfcn@ing schgol at Pilotf?oint, Texss,
end continued to do so until the Civil .ar begsn. His
fether joined ‘the Southern forces and fought threughout es
a member of the command of Joe wheeler., .

. 4, remained gt the home-place, helping his mother.

Conditions beceme worse &s the war went Bn.ﬂlcuerrriig bands

4

out. of Texas, known es the Home Militia sacked Indien Ter-

ritory, stesling noultry, horses, cattle and coftton and

t

feed-stuff.

Finelly, in 1864 the Confederacy begsn to conscript
fourteen §ear old ﬁoys. v, H. regched that ege in July and

in Augugf, he and other aeighborhood boys were taken to a

*

camp opposite Shreveport., His mother refugeed inm Texas. .

Ha remembers Shreveport st thet time es e town of shout

five hundred inhabitants. Méét of the business h?usbs viaTe

Pl

rothels or saloons.

The commander wes General ¥'Gruder. None of the boys
liked the commander. The generel would weigh the boys down
with heavy pecks of ammunition, have thesm shoulder a hesvy
rifle, then drill them for hours at a time. & favorite .

[}

maneuver of his was to divide his commanﬁ of one hndred
P ' '
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into two equal bodies, mount his horse end march the hoys
7
down to the ferry where he would send one group ecross the

Red River, then have the remnant of the commend ferried

gerbss where all would re-as emble snd merch into Shreveport.

Usuelly the boys would be meds to stznd ettention in front
of a salooQ some three or four hours at &, time while the
commander vwes eﬁjoying himself inside. Oftentimes when he
steggered out end mounted, two of the boys would be
de?ailed to walk on either side of the horse and hold the
commander in place,

There was little wer-activity in the vicinity of

.
4

Shreveport. At tnis time, the Mississippi had been opened
by the gunboats under Ferregut and Vicksburg had fallen to
Crant. A rumor reached Shreveport, however, thet three

federel gun-boats under Genersl Banks were coming up to the

Red Kiver. As & matter of fact, they came no farther than .

Alexandris but preparations were nede to receive them.
The gun-boats were ple ted with reilrosd rails, overlepping

tonque and groove fashion.

Against such redoubteble armement, sll the Confederates

could muster in the way of artillery weré c$nnons of cast

iron made up the river at Jefferson, Texas. Cenerzl Lae

4

-
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surrendered at AppomettoxJ ho@ever, before the boys at
Shreveport had an‘opportunitf to defend their camp or run
into the hills in Arkassas. o

A5 soon &5 the ti1o0ps were discherged at Chreveport,

they looted the commissery and éﬁpnlied themselves with

flet tobacco, Lineoln coffee, clothing, shoes, guns,

s q’;’/ P

pistols, powder, capg, waadipg, certridges and pistol bzlls.
The ones going west commendeered & Tiver-stssmer and rode
es fer as Jefferson, Tsxas. p

4% H. and six neighbor boys hecded boward the Chickesaw-
¥ation. Mr. Keltner described the four hundred mile journey
by saying, "#We satarted esfoot b.t mounted ourselves beforewe
got home." The boys lived off the country side.

His mother had rsfugeed in Denton County, Texas, but
within a few days of his arrivel, she returned. They set
;bout trying to repeir the demage that had been doﬁe to their
property by the H&ﬁe Militie,.

In 1866, Mrs. Keltner recsived word timt shg had
inherited some property in Platt County, Missour;, so they

mede plens to go up there. They disposed of their holdings

at 0ld Kingston and went over to Colbert’'s Ztstion, which
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had been selected a8 the rendezvons for the careven gf five
fé%ﬁli es golifg td2Kenses City.

il Five waéo%%%zézp’ponstructed~there. They ware made

from the native gro@th out in the Red River bottom lund.

Tne axles and spokeas were made'from,boié_d'érc. The beds
were long and nerrow. Théé;£egls wers unusually large.

The c&re%&p left Colbert Station June 15,-1886. It
travelled up the 21d "wire road":éf Texas trail. !The
government head strﬁpg a telegraph line connecting varicus
forts; hence, the neﬁ?, wire-road. .

‘One  Xeltner wagoﬂ\yag driven by 2 cousin, J. «. (Bud)
Jells, It wes pullcd_by\whree yoke of oxen. The other
wagon-masters each Qsed fouﬁ yoke of orxen. ZEsch wagon hed
e hal;~barrel of tar hanging from the coupliﬁg pole. The
tar wes u;ed es greese.

Accompénying the wegon-trein ves a drove of spproximate-
ly two hunired heed of cattle emong which were fifteen or
twenty milch cows. lEvery night the celves would He tied up
.and each morning & béprel cculd be filled %ith milk. Beeves

were tsken from the herd for food and occasionally one would

be exchanged for necessary commodities elong the rotte.

-~
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Nothing untoward occurred on the journey. The progress
was neceséarily slow on account of the sccompenying herd
gnd the slow~fmoving oxen. Tﬁey crossed Blue at Ngils Crossing,
went'fhrough Boggy Depot and across Mggéy 8~ggy on tha Jim
. .
Harris' bridge, paésed near old Atoka, on up through limestone
Gap and by the present site of McAlester.,

Mr. Keltnef recalls that camp there was made on & little
creek south of the present site of the depot. Thet afternood,
he,and some companions walked up the creek above camp and
came upon the body of a dead white men. They hurriedly

,qetugned to camp and informed their elders of their find.

el

The men scooped out 3 hole in tlre send, fhen pushed the body
iato it by means of long poles, then covered it. )
Since the journey was being made in mid—summ;r, the

party always stgr%ed'es early as possible each morning and
made camé bv mid-afternoon. Tﬁis gave vlenty of time for
cemp chores, as well as enabled the stock to forage on the.
raist-high gress. | i
They passed the settlements at South Cenadien, North-
Fork Town énd Honey épfings and arrived ot Three Forks zbout

July 1. The Arkensas River was up so the ferrymen wduld not

ri sk putting them across.

4
<
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The party héa"plannod to cross ovér to the western bank

of the-Grand River and trsvel that side of the river into

Béxtei Springs, Kansas, but people-eéme-uq"td~their cémp

and told them not to trevel up that wey because S0 many of

the Creek Indiens near the -Verdigris had cholera. They

- , 3 L.
also seid there was 1ittle forage for .stock ap thet treil

and that the travelers might all sterve to death.

. w

The cerevan changed its plens. On July 3, the ferrymen

-

crossed thn'wagons,~people eLd work-stock,, below the mouth

bf’the Grand. The looge cattle swam eeross.

242

b ol

"Lt Fort Gidbson, officers came out and informed the group '

that cholera was -so bad thet unless it moved on it would be

quafantined.‘ Many of the Indians were dying from lack of

medical care. The gréup hurried on toward Tahlequah Before
the officers left, however, they bought three fat, young
steers, giving thirty dollars aniece for them. This money
replenished the 1little subply 6fgold ad silver on hand when
the smigrants left Colbert’'s Stetion. . '

The, first recollection Mr.“Kel£ner hes of Indepéndence
ﬁey was gained on the morning‘of July 4, 1866, when he heard
the guns booming at Fort Gibson and th ie celebration was

explgined to him.

1
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411 along the route through the Cle rokee Nation and
Northern Arkansgs Wwere signs.of the desolation a@a destrue~
tion: caused 5y the war: Lone chimneys merked the location
'of prosperous homes in the ante-beallum days, &nd océasional
orcherds were peinb ;eélaimed by briars, weeds, and bushes;
ell testi?yiné‘to the severity of the war upon the inhabitants
of the locality. .

North of Feyetteville the train halted for.a few dey's
rest during which time the wagons were.reconditloned and all
the oxen were re-shod.

The carav:an wvent on north ‘by Bentonville and s&gon came

4 .

to the Elk Horn Tevern, "Cross Hollows" and Pes Ridge battle
site: Mr. Keltner remembers the grest amoun%‘of grape-shot
thet recent rains had exposed. They noted with‘particular
interest.the battle-scarred trees en? the tavern.

Cn filson Creek up in Missouri thers wes % large’ water-

b,

mill, Ai'this place, the bodjes of sbléiers were being s
eihumed and moved to the cémétery at Springfieid.

The caraven went on north to +estport ang doﬁn May
.Street in Kansas City. By this time ouly about thnty-five

head Of cattle remained from the original herd of two

hundred.
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Three of the fami}ies renzined at Kensas City but the
Keltner group crossed the‘Missouri Kiver on a steam f;rry
and drove on to Platt City. .They‘arrived there August 7.
Mrs. Keltner had inherited a tobacco and hemp ferm et the
forks of the Platte Rivc;.

Soon younngeltner drifted away from the Missouri farm
end went to Kansas. There he learned the priﬁting trade
end worked for E. R. Trask and M. V, Bemnett at Chetopa,
Independence end Leavenworth. Trask and Bennett moved the
shop to Gainesville, Texas, in 1870, so Keltner went

along. -
. In the journey, they left Leavenworth, went to
Baxter Springs aad followed down the western bank of the
Grand River to the western bamk of the Grend Rivor)te the
Arkensas, then on down the Texas trzil. There were ten
wagoas in the group. Mr. Keltner Temembers tle t John
Nichols and Jerry Markley each drove & wegon and each had
a box uh@erneath the wagon seat that conteined $60,000 in
twenty dollar gold pieces. The two men went to Fort Worth
and opened the Cslifornigs and Texas bank. Nothing of .

3

importence occurred on the journey southﬁérd.

-
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Mr.-TTPsk end Mr. Bennett opened shop ~t Geinsville
vut later moved the tress to Pilot Point end published the
Texas Democrat. In the winter of 1871 they treded the
peper to Jim and Tohn Hegg for cattie, 80 . ?eltn;r cuit |
the printing press to be&ome 2 cowhand.

He went out into Clasy County, Texas, end'herded cattle
until spring. In June, they sterted & herd of 2,000 north -
tonard Coffeyville.

They forded the Red River neer the mouth of the Little
dichita by Blue Grove, veered slightly eastwerd and crossed
mud Creek, #ildhorse Creek,.on up nnar‘Oil Cprings, and on
thae north side of the #ashita tnrough ?ishomingo.

At the present time, Tishomingo and vicinity are
heevily wooded but Mr, Keltner remembers é grassy glede
nortk of the capitol gronnés. They hepoened along just in
time to see & metched ball germe betwsen the Chickaesaws
and Chootaws.

The Chickesew cepitol building wes & smell log cebin,
locatéd 2t the edge of the glede. One store snd a smell |
inn comprised’the.only business houses. A log cabin nearby

wes reputed to be the home of the governor. A watermill

was located near Blue hple on Pennington Cresk.
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The herd wes drifted on northeast near Stonewall.
There, he witnessed one of the few whipynings ever adminis-
tered by & Chickasaw court. |

The Canadian River was reached ne;r the corner of the

~
Creek 2nd Seminole Nations. Théy had started to bed the
nerd down when en Indian cowboy was seen hurrying across
the stream. He had been sent by sn old Creek judge who
lived on the opvosite benk. His message was to cross
irmedietely for a heed-rise was imminent.

The chuck-wegon was hurried across and the herd strung
odt close behind. Soon éhe sand began to spew end boil at\
their feet as water apwa¥ently was squeezed up through it.
As the last stragglers crossed & greet roar could be heerd
and waves of tumbling water bearing driftwood and debris
rushed by. They had crossed just in time.

The Chickasaws had texed them fifty cents e head for
crossing their nation but neither the Creeks nor the
Cherokees attembted t0 collect 2 fee.

C;ossing the North Canadien end the Deep Fork without
any tr&uble they errived in time &t the Arkensas River near

where Red Fork in now. The Arkansas was up andthe big

problem facing them was hov to get the chuck-wagon across.

246
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iith the geng wes an old men nemed Davis and his suggéstion
was finally.adopted.

Cottonwood trees were cut =and lesﬂ;d torether to form
a very substantiél raft. Poles were erected and the wegon-
nsheet wes teken from the chuck-wegon and tecked or. to make
e seil. The raft was aﬁchorfd et an sdventageous position
in the bend of the river so s soon as the wind was fevor-
2ble, the sail was hoisted, the wagon wes loeded, and with
Devis ecting as steersmen, the river was safely crossed.
& fortunate landing was made about & quarter of g mile
below on the opposite side. Then the cattle were swum
&Cross.

They moved on np the Csney and held the cattle for
gbout two weeks, then shipped them from Coffeyville.

On end prior-to July 19, 1366, the United Stetes |
énd the Five Nations had entered into new treaties that
included the stipulation that each nation should consent
to the building of one rsilroad crossing from north to
south end one from the east to the west,

By the sasbove, Congress had agreed io éive the right-

of-way to the first railway reaching the southern boundery
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of Kenses, the designefed point being ebout where Chetopa,
Kanses, now is. The Missouri, Kensas, and Texes. and the
Missouri'River, Fort Scott and Gulf reced in track leying,
the "Kety™eing declered the winne;. Rotl reached the
border in 1870, the Missouri 3iver end Fort Scott being
first, but not et the specified point. The Ksaty crossed
into the Cherokee “lation et 3lue facket on Junf A, 1870,

Mr.Keltner got 2 jobh with tﬁe construction crew and
helped build the roed through Indién Territory. He firet
worked &s & stake-driver, lat%r became & rodmén and soon
wes promoted to runniﬁg the trensit end level. His duties
es such were to run the track-centers. Finelly, he was
pléced with the construction crew to meke plans and épec-
ificetions for bridge-building.

Practically 211 the menugl labor was-perforﬁed by
recent Irish emigrents. Over five ﬁﬁﬁdre& were employed
in leying the tracké And‘building the bridges.

An 0ld Irish woman boarded his crew aloig the route.
She furnished tents, blankets, cots éhé meals. Indians and

jin}er-married whites who lived slong the route found a

ready market for their turnips, corn, sweet potetoes, hogs,

- |

- )
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end wild geme. The natives liked to come and watch the
hundreds of teams, scrapers, }ié~cuttera and others &t work.

Rag-towns flouri?hed momentérii& beﬁind the track-
_leyers. They were peopled with shenty-queens, gamblers,
‘thsky peddlers and flotsom who thrived off the workers.

The pay mester would visit twice a month so plenty of the
new green becks of ghat era were put in circulation.

The bridge gang tried to move its location every Suﬁday
so there would be no interruption in its proaress.

The firsé passénger trein, @ wood-burner, reached Atoka
on Cctober 6, 1872, People ceme from various points in
the Choctew and Chickesew Wations to see it.

The ch;ar ter for the XKety provided that it go only to
the south bank of Red River, so there was some Jelay in
decidiné just what the south bank was; thet is,\diﬁ it mean
only to tﬁe water's edge, or to the cut-bank or to the high
ground? They finelly went ahead and sunk/the coffer-dams,
drove the pilings and bridged the stream across to the |
higher ground. -

After he had finished his job with the Kety, Mr. Keltner

worked off and on at railroced construction in verious parts

o
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'of the United Stateg. He worked with a bridge crew north
from Geinsville, Texes, with the CGulf, Colorado and -ante Fe
in 1886 end 1387. He recealls théé the cut through the
hrbuckle Mountains north of irdmare is ghe/highmst point
on the S=2nte Fe 1£ne between Galveston, Texas, and Chiceg,
Illinois. He remembers thet in the vinter of 1886 it was
so cold in reilroad construction et Atchison, Kansas, that
they laid théitraqk‘;ight on the frozen river and ran
supply trains across on it.

In 1890, he helped the Reck Island bridge the Red River
at Terrel, Texas. IQ the meantiﬁe, in the early seventies, .
he had established the old town of Keltner about one mile
from the mouth of Mudd Creek'and five miles up Red River ‘
fron Leon. There, he operated e mill, a ferry and leter
on, & cotton-gin. ) . \

| 4About 1876, Governor Overton put into operetion his

twenty-five doller permit fee for non-ci tizens and attempted
to collec? it vut so many of the Indians were using white
lebor that they would have %o nay for, tgey protested the
ect and mﬁch bitterness resulted, and *he lew was voided.

Sometime in the eighties, berbwire wes introduced into

Al
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the Chickasaw Netion. It was something new to the inhabitants
as well as the stock. It aroused so much opposition thet
ashout 1884 the Chickasaw legislature pessed & law making it
mendetory to erect "blinds" on the fence.

T™is wes done for this reason; many of thé horses and
.cettle, perticulerly horses running loose &nd 1qoking for
reter would run straight into the wire, sufferiﬁg severe
and oftentimes fatal cuts.

It was decreed by the legisleture that a2"blind of a
1 " by 4" should be pleced along the top wire as protection
ageinst such denger. The law provided thet the wire should
be cut, if the provision wes ignored.

Neturelly, meny of the renchers, Indiens and lessees
elike, resented the law, Ceptain Bill Bairdj of the Chick- v
&saw Lighthorsemen, who lived ¢ Simond, wes ordered to cut v
the wire in his district ~here Mr: Keltner lived but refused.

‘Many of the cettlemen circumvented the law in this fashion.
They would saw trees into small blocks t¢nd wire or nail one
of the blocks between the posts. However, some of the fences
were destroyed by the Lighthorsemen.

In 1875, Mr. KelEner wes married to & deughter of

Colonel Zack Potter ot Piiot Point, Texas, by Reverend Collins V
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McKinney s[ilmouth. Miss Potter had been an o0ld school

Ve P

N A Lt e
chunn with whom he had attended school et Pilot Point before

-

the Civil rar.

[<4

(Note: The nmarauders who robuved ..r. reltner's rmother
were white .men who owed allegiance to the South but who
steyed at home as & military unit supposediy to help care
for the widows and orprhens. 1Instead they rolbed ana .
muraereda them. ield Clerk.) ‘ '

o1

[N

&

Y



