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t iz a far ory from the $300,000.00 stesl dridge thiat now ocarried the endless
otor procession of the "Main Street of Amsrica®
erdigris River, back to the "horss and buggy® days, when the slow-sioving, scanty
affic on the old Vinita-Tulsa treil had to oross stream on & rude raft made
‘1logs and propslled by man-power. Yet such a trapnsition hds occurred within

jhe lifetime of & man still living almost within the shadow of the big new dridge,
nd whose connection with the old order forme an epic in ths history of transpor. -
ation in Oklshoms snd the development of Bighwey No, 66. That men is Jim Vof-
ord {one time ferryman) Route Ko, 1, Catoosa, Okla. who haes lived 82 of the 70
bears of his life within about a mile of the stru that now performs the
anction formerly exercised dy his rude log raft,

Benerally speaking, the old ferry boat of yesteryeara has escaped just recognie
fon {n recounting the history of pioneering pegples, incidents snd enterprizes

pf early Oklahoma and Indidn Territory. The operator of the crude utility of

gvat dridgeless era has not bsen accorded hias place in the sun, as & most useful
nstrumentality in the exploration aud development of the future estate, He has
owed himself, thru modesty perhaps, to becows just another "forgotten man®,

3is name unknown, his valorous deeds unrecorded, his praise unsung. But soms day,
berhaps, we shall psuse and erect & morument Or merker to his memory bdeside the
jighway near where his lmble ferry 4id yeoman sarvice in plicing the broken ends
f» a ratted, obscnro, plonsering tratl, : :

» Texas Road”™, that 0ld stage route and
B and Western mnouri down into Texas,
ngodanﬂwmhehptamllco—i

agon treil leading frow eastern Eane
His atand, where stage horses were
and tavesn, was on Brush Criek de-
- 'herethetmotchotnnmnmrmmlouud. Thers, on Seplten~
T mth 1866, Jim %offexrd wes dorn,

ight years latar, the Missouri, Kansas apd Texas Rasilroasd, following the 0ld
ags trail, had completed its rosd and the first to cross Indun Territory domn
nto Texas, The coming of the Railroed not only ruined John Wofford®s business
Mt drought civilization too clowp for his liking, so he pulled stakes and 4drifted
v p into the heart of the Indian wi ss, locating on the Verdigris at the mouth
Bird Creek. In 1882, he selected a ot of land on the deltas betwesn Bind
frcek and the %m:lgna, a short 4i; ¢ above their junsture, he built a cadbin
Bl estsblished his howe there, The selected, the H¥/¢ of Seotion 8-20-15,
jas later allotted to the family as s » he being part Cherckes, A year
ftor moving onto this place, John W ford died and wes buried on & gorner of the
rm, " the plat later decoming & pubdli burying ground, ons of the oldest in the -
s Thereagter the Wofford £ » Which had Desn entablished msantine, was
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cohtimed in operation by young Jim Wofford and his brothers. It was located at
the mouth of Bird Creek, one landing being on the east side of the Verdigris and
two landings on the west side, one below and one above the mouth of Bird Creek.
4t sbout this time (1883), the Atlantic and Pacific (Frisco) Reilroad extended
its 1ine from Vinita to Tulsa, parelleling the old wagon trail, It crossed the
- river just below the ferry and its gaupletion to Tulsa afforded scmething of a

| poom in the vehicular end related traffic, which of course, boomed the ferry
business from then on until the old wsgon bdridge, recently adendoned, was cone

. structed and that tuined the ferry business!

The first ferrying done by Jim's father was by means of "dugouts” made by hollow=
{ng out huge cottonwood logs, His father would get & man, or family, 8s the cese
‘might be, in one of these dig dugouts and row it over; whereupon, his pessenger
would hiteh up again end go on his way. The ordinmary fee for & horsemsn or rig

mas 50 cents, but occasionslly there was samething in the way of a tip. On one
occasion & family reached the river when it was in high flood and was forced by
some necessity to gst home without delay and had to choose betweem going up in
Kanses, where there were bridges to cross, or take the desperate chance in the
awollen strsam by way of the dugout. They ochose the dugout and the elder ¥Wof-

ford put them across safely, though he had refused to do so for any fee. The
grateful passengers, however, sfter getting into their buggy, tossed ¥offord & dill
and drove away., “The bill was a fifty”. '
The elder Vofford’s most venturesome experience, perhaps, was in 1876 when ths.
river was the highest ever known, He had deen to the Indian court town of Cowees-
klcoam (now Claremore) and was caught on that side of the river by the flood. He
stopped with an acquaintanee.for two days dbut became worried about the family and
desided he must get sorcss to them., There was z0 boat available, 2 he made a
canoe from the bdark of a black hickory, which he split apd took from the log in
one piece, cut and fitted ends cance-shape and sewed them together with hickory
thongs, put frame work and breces inside to hold the shape, plastered in inside
and out, where sewed, with yellow clay mmd, In this frail eraft he rowed over
fields of corn, among swaying trees, skirting scrubdy dushes and dodging drift
wood, finally reaching home safely scross two miles of river,

The first reel ssrvicabdble ferrydoet the fHofford’s put intc operetion wmas 2 reft
constructed of mative logs battered together and hawed flat on top for the floor,
later it was floored with lumber. In later years when the traffic became greater
and more profitable, Jim Wofford built a boat of highgrede cypress lumber, the
boat being 1igh, strong and of classy sppearance. While his business kept him
tied down for the detter part of the yeer, Jim Jofford's l1ife was anything dbut
dull. The fletsam and jetsam of a restless, shifting age formed an endless,
varying procession into his presence and went on i{ts way again, He rudbed eldbows
wvith all classes and kind of people, white, black and red, high and low -« the ad-
venturer, the explorer, the exploiter, the missionary, the cutlaw - all paid
tridute to _his proweas with the osrs and pike pole, if able to pay, and if not, he
put them across snyway snd sent them on their way, Bodb and Grat Dalton and Chero-
kee Bill were cutlaws he Xknew personslly who were occasionslly his patrons,
The ferry business was not without its thrills, its ventures, its dangers. vheth
ythe river was low and tranquil high and on & rempage, the traffic must be e¢-
Comnodated, When the river was high, the forry wes most difficuli to manage and
the danger the g reater, but with the hard work, skill, and ;horongh knowledge of
and the river's eccentricities, fofford mensgad through the yoars to get
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by without @ major catastrophe and with very few casualties.

Jim hod no ideaz ths numder of passengers or vehicles he ferried over the Vexdigris -
in the 40 years he operated the ferry. In the early years, the average was pretty
jow - three or four trips per dey. From about 1900 up until the river was bridged
the average was high. “Haxdly Jave m» time to eat or sleep™, Jim says., It is too
bad resords were not kept. History, remsnce, adventure, croued that old ferry.

It helped to peopls an empire heie in the-southwest,

Jim Lofford succceded t0 the ownership of the old homesteasd, as well as the ferry,
after the death of his father, and atill lives in the old houae built 54 years ago.

Jim has been married twice, the present Mra, Wofford was dborn 1n Xentucky, raisod
{n Hissouri ard came to the Catoose neighborhood with her parents in 1904, deing
parried to Hr., %offord the following year. Wofford haa three dsughters, one by
his tiret wife and two by his seeond wife, all married and living,
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