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OKLAHOMA'S CITIES SPRANG up in rather dramatic
fashions. On April 22, 1889, an estimated 50,000 settlers
lined up at the edge of the 2-million-acre “Unassigned
Lands,” now in central Oklahoma. At noon, a shotgun
blast sent them racing to claim land plots. By the end
of the day, Oklahoma City and Guthrie each had about
10,000 residents, street plans, and the beginnings of
municipal government. Within a month, there were five
banks and six newspapers in Oklahoma City.

Those who’d jumped the gun and hidden out on choice

homesteads earned Oklahoma its Sooner State nickname.

You can get a similar head start on your Oklahoma
genealogy by following our research advice.

TRIGGERING SETTLEMENT
Oklahoma, then called Indian Territory, had long been
the US government’s chosen location
for eastern American Indian tribes.
The Trail of Tears (which ran from
southeastern states to Oklahoma)
traces the forced migration of the
Five Civilized Tribes—Cherokee,
Chickasaw, Choctaw, Creek/
Muscogee and Seminole—after the
Indian Removal Act of 1830.

1860

FAST FACTS

7« Statehood: 1907

J< First federal census:

J« Statewide birth and death
records begin: 1908

The next year, the Organic Act incorporated the
Unassigned Lands into Oklahoma Territory. Guthrie
became the new territory’s capital (later moved to
Oklahoma City). Five more land runs took place before
statehood in 1907. Oklahoma’s population has grown
ever since—except during the Great Depression, when so
many farmers left for California that even migrants from
elsewhere were called “Okies.”

SHOOTING FOR CENSUSES
Since Oklahoma is a relatively new state, you won’t have
centuries of documents to discover. Your first genealogy
research target should be a mix of territorial, state and
Indian censuses.

The first US census for lands west of Arkansas,
including part of present-day Oklahoma, took place
in 1860. But it’s not complete:
Enumerators included only residents
of towns near missions, government
agencies or military posts. But that
census does include a partial slave
schedule for Indian Lands, which
counts slaves held by Indians. Look
for these records in the Arkansas
schedules.

Oklahoma’s 1870 and 1880
censuses are missing (as is the 1890
enumeration, which was ruined due
to fire and flood). The 1890 schedule
of Union veterans and their widows
survived the fire, though; look for
it with other US census records.
The 1900 federal census separated
the former Indian and Oklahoma
territories.

Throughout the 19th century,
thousands of others passed through
the area on the way West or—
for cowboys driving herds—north to
railroads in Kansas. Ranchers grazed
cattle; “squatters” set up farms.
Pressure grew to open the Unassigned
Lands that the Creek and Seminole
had given up after the Civil War. The
Indian Appropriations Bill made it

J« Statewide marriage records
begin: none

7 Public-land state
7 Counties: 77

7 Contact for vital records:
State Department of Health,
P.O. Box 53551, Oklahoma
City, OK 73152, (405) 271-

4040, <www.ok.gov/health/
Birth_and_Death_Certificates>

possible. Squatters were kicked out,
and the 1889 land run began.

A special 1890 Oklahoma Territory

census, indexed at kwww.okhistory.

familytreemagazine.com


https://www.okhistory.org/research/1890

OKLAHOMA

|org/research/1890>] and on subscription site Ancestry.com
<ancestry.com>, covers seven counties. All that’s left of a
1907 territorial census are schedules for Seminole County,
which are searchable at Ancestry.com.
Several special censuses can help you trace Indian
roots. Some counts included everyone in the area, so

they’re worth checking even if you don’t have Indian RIFLING THROUGH DAWES ROLLS

roots. Find these and other miscellaneous enumerations Dawes Commission records can help you confirm family
through the Family History Library (FHL) and the stories of Indian ancestry living in Oklahoma at the
Oklahoma Historical Society (OHS) <www.okhistory. turn of the century. From 1898 to 1906, the commission
org>. For more Indian resources, look to tribe-specific accepted tribal membership applications from Indians
resources at Oklahoma GenWeb <www.okgenweb.net> who lived in Oklahoma and were members of the one of
and Access Genealogy <www.accessgenealogy.com/ the Five Civilized Tribes. (Members of additional tribes
native/oklahoma-indian-tribes.htm>. could apply beginning in 1914.)

“Sooner rush” statues along the
Riverwalk in Oklahoma City

Spaniard Francisco Lewis Ross acci- Choctaw chief Allen O.W. Wheeler Humorist Will Rog- Oklahoma's capital
Vazquez de Coro- dentally discovers Wright proposes an drives 2,400 cattle ers is born in Clare- moves to Okla-
nado searches for a the first oil well in Indian state named through Oklahoma more, near Oologah homa City

lost city of gold in Oklahoma, near for the okla humma on the Chisholm in what is then

Oklahoma Salina (“red people”) Trail Indian Territory
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. C
v

STATUES: PATRIK URBAN/ALAMY

O R R O — P —— R e -
{ T Ve Ly [y ! i
3 3 Renfroy ‘ raman X & ‘ r |
Burllngwr\, lewKirk ; opal
Woods ‘ f 0} Kay ‘ Lenapal Nowata 1 Welct o Ditawa »
6 S . Medfordy | Jackwell /ebb City, 2 ; i Centrala G Bluejacfe 1
Harper reedom Aiva $herokek ' > - L tlestille - ! !
veme  {ig3 ' vard Ponca City, ’ !
‘ A UiEE 60} huska Ahuv:lmv‘ Oologah Dgg) \so i wn e
‘ = | | S Oglesty Vintgl I =
o ply— M elena | - {7 Fairfay arnsda‘l 2 ‘ e - (/!(u"i(':\ '
la
o ' . alston o - L
loodw: Quinlany h \787 o —1 . arber Red F°. &® i 1 dail 1 sgay 1
23 [ o o Springs | i & Noble To Pavnee e et . Son @@
1 " d avinaw
el Gt i Garild 1 b eveland D I g
fuck | haro | Major 23 3 /aukomis i (64 wa 0) ‘ 1
H \
% ' ' -~ = ol ] &8
i ] @ . - & - \_ N —u_ Q“Ln & [ N — N ‘ h - 4'7 - |
— — Ongoale  oyeel = - tillwater = IS i |
N6 i 1 : S ] i oken Agrow—|-, ) Feees ‘
amargo | | @ | 173 G 1| Yenks 2 o ‘ AN 1
! . over L ; By 5P ‘ n agooer B e Wespvil
. |
:1 ) e Blaine Kingfisher | @ = T’ ~ 7 [ Shamrocl Glengool ~ E-Hulbert h |
ee { ' ingfisher . Jryor / ~ S ) » 16 1
rawford, i 0 5 EIE g ® ""ﬂ“::s ol | a ® 1«»“ stow I L\ skell & | A tiwel
[Moorewood N wonfeld e Q1 k|1 alh o m|a ¢ e e — e \ ]
Et* o3 & . j C I
Reydo . S Ger ! Ee Canadian dmpn & ! ©, - BoyniLo Muskogee [ © B, . _\
Pl &S o~ ahoma | Linef SPOC e ise Hill 1
| Rel e vilag © — - __
Roger Mills o o pencer ' ' Okfuskee | itchita ‘ Vian Sequoyah \
r ®» on_ | idwes ] aguR {2 | 56 Checotah allisaw '
water | E G ‘ klahoma < y emah i
@ == s) o — L 1
Beckham | Washita : ‘1'0”)' ooke : stang loore " Isha rden ] Meluh oru
e : ; 5 \ ‘ N8 =S 2 Y%
& wcktie (o eminole “IF 0 ] Oy Spi
Cartef | |Alfafta . & o Tecumséh [ = 1
' " Caddo racemqn! 3 4 - Haskell -
o5 Sentine| ¢ £ | chard &2 Fow a7 ewoka 5 nola — X MeCurtain |
@ N - Mountain VieWrg | ble ' ,Sair!t Loui lle e ‘ 5 1
i Pottawatomie ifi @r
Willow Hol I Chickash | decing, 3 Pottawat | ‘ Scigio e B —-—- { e teau
Greer Aden ‘ = ‘ &) G she39 s ' 2 ] ®
| Kiowa [ = Ni ! n e - [, :
. ®
G e ) I iy ) I i bon | M‘TA X &D Latiner \ v
% [ | | ush Springs’;3 2V @ - : : | Ashland : JEITD [ & 1
"  Melth | Richards Spury i @ Is Valley | | ~q— - —1 fshlan | Talipina
A Martha urdy . . Pontotoc ! ‘> Ppittshurg ; nush | o0
en nyder ,J—- e - arvin|\ (77 i @) - j— - -
Harmd) ¢ Y Gache [ LD — o 6 | ' ]
awton B
| sackson H- 7 J i f o . — _I Claytor ]
' Comanche Igate longbia '
o ipton S ® - uncan | @ - 7 ul i Redden | Na = N _ Zafrg ,
0 1 sden |\ T Yelrd o r ‘ | Pushmataha ‘
Eldorado i A T i Y | Mil Creel +Bromidg Atoka 5= | Pickens o]
J ] alter: | Fox L-— ' “Yotuston . ) 1
5 ot | I L : | g s 7 i
A= e Géne Autry '
| Al Cotton. ﬂ Tishodiago ! ) 5 u ]
e &, ' ' “Ringol
< aur Lbne Grove, 2 |
@ Corish T\W (X foaddo— - e - — - [ '
Jefferson [ R Dve k 1
d Bryan 1 B
J( Tl ) - 19 n et awyer idton ]
< Mariett: - Ledy,
] ® s’ 9 b '~ Tile River
eon ) Colb Sy . ldabel fraworth
erville @ 55 s
1
g
The National Archives has an online index to the Dawes JUMPING THE GUN

Rolls at <www.archives.gov/research/native-americans/rolls/
final-rolls.html>, as does Access Genealogy, FamilySearch
and Ancestry.com.

Before searching Dawes rolls for a possible tribe mem-
ber, find him and his family in the 1900 federal census
first. If your family doesn’t appear in Oklahoma during
that enumeration—or if they weren’t alive between 1896
and 1906—they likely won’t be in the Dawes Rolls.

Okemah native Rodgers and Ham- Domestic terrorists
Woody Guthrie merstein’s “Okla- bomb the Murrah
pens “This Land Is homa” becomes the Federal Building in
Your Land” state song Oklahoma City

Beginning in 1819, the Army stationed troops—including
the post-Civil War African American units called the
Buffalo Soldiers—at Oklahoma frontier forts. If your
ancestor was among them, see an index to Indian War
pension files from 1815 to 1891 on FamilySearch. Pension
files are available from NARA.

Oklahoma wasn’t yet a state during the Civil War, but
many Cherokee, Creek and other tribes sided with the
Confederacy and provided soldiers. Search for soldiers
on the Civil War Soldiers and Sailors System <www.nps.

Oklahoma City A US district court
reports its longest rules that descen-
drought since dants of slaves held
recording began by Cherokee have
a right to Cherokee
citizenship

familytreemagazine.com



TOOLKIT
Websites

Access Genealogy: Oklahoma <www.accessgenealogy.

com/oklahoma-genealogy>

The Chronicles of Oklahoma <www.okhistory.org/
publications/chronicles>

Civil War in Indian Territory Krootsweb.ancestry]
m/~itcivwar/civilind.htm>

Cyndi’s List: Oklahoma <www.cyndislist.com/us/ok>

Oklahoma Digital Prairie Kdigitalprairie.ok.gov/cdm>]

Oklahoma GenWeb <www.okgenweb.net>

University of Oklahoma Western History Digital Col-
lections Edigitallibraries.ou.edu/homehistory.php> 1

Publications

Guide to the Historical Records of Oklahoma, revised
edition by Bradford Koplowitz (Heritage Books)

Guide to Manuscripts in the Western History Col-
lections of the University of Oklahoma by Kristine L.
Southwell (University of Oklahoma Press)

Historical Atlas of Oklahoma by Charles Robert Goins
(University of Oklahoma Press)

Oklahoma: A History of Five Centuries by Arrell Morgan
Gibson (University of Oklahoma Press)

Archives & Organizations

Cherokee National Historical Society 21192 S. Keeler
Drive, Park Hill, OK 74451, (918) 456-6007, <www.
cherokeeheritage.org>

The National Archives at Fort Worth 1400 John Bur-
gess Drive, Fort Worth, TX 76140, (817) 551-2051 <www.
archives.gov/fort-worth>

Oklahoma Genealogical Society Box 12986, Oklahoma
City, OK 73157, (405) 637-1907 <www.okgensoc.org>

Oklahoma Historical Society 800 Nazih Zuhdi Drive,
Oklahoma City, OK 73105, (405) 522-0765, <www.
okhistory.org>

Oklahoma State Archives and Records Manage-
ment 200 NE 18th St., Oklahoma City, OK 73105,

(405) 521-2502, Klibraries.ok.gov/state-government/
| archives-and-records> |
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Get a head start on your
Oklahoma genealogy by following
our research advice.

gov/civilwar/soldiers-and-sailors-database.htm> (leave the
State field blank, since Indian Territory isn’t an option)
and order service records from NARA. For more recent
wars, run your relative’s name through the Oklahoma
Military Casualties database at <www.okhistory.org/
research/mildeaths>.

LOADING UP ON LAND RECORDS

Before he could call a piece of land claimed under the
Homestead Act of 1862 his own, your ancestor had

to “prove up” his claim by living on it and making
improvements, such as farming or adding a house or a
fence. Oklahoma’s land runs and the scarcity of laws
attracted many who had trouble getting land elsewhere,
such as women, African Americans and those with
questionable pasts.

Until statehood, the area was called the Twin
Territories: Indian Territory to the east, and Oklahoma
Territory to the west. Indian Territory was communal
tribal land until 1902, but Oklahoma Territory land was
administered by the US government from 1889. Learn
how to search Oklahoma Territory federal tract books
at <www.sirinet.net/~lgarris/swogs/tract.ntml>, then use
the index at Ancestry.com <www.ancestry.com/search/
collections/9244>. Order case files from NARA.

Search for your Oklahoma ancestors’ post-statehood
patents through the General Land Office <www.
glorecords.blm.gov>.

AIMING FOR VITAL STATISTICS

You’re more likely to find pre-1940s Oklahoma births and
deaths mentioned in the newspaper than in vital records.
Vital registration laws of 1908 and 1917 were widely
ignored, and state-level vital records are closed to all but
next of kin and legal representatives.

OHS has a growing digital collection of newspapers

from all counties and many Indian Tribes at Kgateway.]
[okhistory.org/explore/collections/ODNP>] More than
300,000 pages of Oklahoma newspapers are searchable
free at Chronicling America fchroniclingamericaJloc.govy

For marriage records since each county’s formation date,

contact the court for the county where the marriage took
place. You can also search digitized images on FamilySearch
(which has coverage for some Indian tribes, t0o).

With all this research ammunition, you can start your
genealogy run with a bang.


https://gateway.okhistory.org/explore/collections/ODNP/
https://gateway.okhistory.org/explore/collections/ODNP/
https://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/
https://sites.rootsweb.com/~itcivwar/civilind.htm
https://sites.rootsweb.com/~itcivwar/civilind.htm
https://digitalprairieok.net/
https://digital.libraries.ou.edu/homehistory.php
http://libraries.ok.gov/state-government/archives-and-records
http://libraries.ok.gov/state-government/archives-and-records



