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The town of Okemah was named for an Indian man 

who was living on the area selected for the town. 

Reports about his life vary widely. Most say that he 

was a Kickapoo leader, although Perry Rodkey is said 

to have believed him a Euchee. He reportedly 

emigrated to Old Mexico in 1905, but later lived in 

Harrah, OK. He is buried at Hanna, with his death 

occurring either in 1921 or 1935. 

MOTHER TOLD US CHILDREN ABOUT OKEMAH AND THE 
SIGNIFICANCE OF CHIEF OKEMAH:



A Brief History of Okemah, Oklahoma

Okemah was named for Kickapoo Chief Okemah who lived 1& 1/2 miles east 

and 1 mile North of Harrah upon his original allotment where he died in 1936. 

Chief Okemah lived on the townsite of Okemah from March1902 until a week 

after opening which occurred on April 22, 1902. He lived in a bark house 

constructed in the fashion of the Kickapoos during that period; this house was 

located just north of Ash Street, half-way between south 6th & 7th streets. The 

agreeable and fine temperament of this old chief was really the cause of 

naming the town for him. His presence on the townsite was very effective in 

giving Okemah the appearance of substantiality and also affected the 

cattlemen occupying this prairie who were showing resentment to what they 

termed "intruders" preparing to plat and establish a town thus usurping the 

lands they were occupying.



Prior to the opening, the cowboy gangs would ride through the camp 

of the town organizers shooting and whooping, but at no one in 

particular. Mr. Perry Rodkey, one of the surveyors had an old 

double-barrel shotgun that wasn't in working condition, but he gave 

this to Chief Okemah and instructed him to stand by the wire 

swinging gate on the east side of the townsite or stand the gun near 

the gate where it would be seen by the cowboys. The effect was 

efficient, the cowboys didn't know that there were no shells in the 

gun nor that the gun wasn't in working order.

(taken from "History of Okemah" on file with Okemah Historical 

Society)



CHIEF  OKEMAH





Long before European settlers arrived, the land that 
would become Okemah was home to the Osage and 
Quapaw peoples. After the Removal era in the 1830s, it 
was designated to the Muscogee (Creek) Nation, more 
specifically to the Thlopthlocco Tribal Town. 
In 1902 Chief Okemah of the Kickapoo tribe built a 
traditional bark house in anticipation of the opening of a 
new townsite. The town was officially named Okemah 
on April 22, 1902, a name derived from the Kickapoo 
language meaning “things up high” — like a highly 
regarded person or a settlement on elevated ground. A 
post office opened there on May 16, and Okemah was 
incorporated in 1903. 

Information from 
“Okemah Main 
Street” website.



During its first week of existence, Okemah was 
booming: it boasted multiple general stores, 
hardware shops, drugstores, groceries, 
lumberyards, blacksmith shops, and even two 
hotels, including the impressive three-story 
Broadway Hotel. When Oklahoma achieved 
statehood in 1907, Okfuskee County was formed, 
and soon after, Okemah was selected by vote as the 
county seat. 



However, Okemah’s history also includes painful chapters. On May 25, 1911, 
Laura Nelson and her son L. D., both African-American, were lynched just 
outside the city. They had been taken from the county jail by nearly 40 white 
men, then hanged from a bridge over the North Canadian River. This atrocity 
was documented, made into a postcard, and remains a dark stain on the 
community's past. A grand jury was convened, but the perpetrators were never 
identified. 







Laura Nelson and her family are forever immortalized 
by the following artistic and historical works:

"Don't Kill My Baby & My Son"  by Woody Guthrie; a 
song



A year later, on July 14, 1912, Woodrow 
“Woody” Guthrie was born in Okemah. 
Guthrie would grow up to become one of 
America’s most influential singer-
songwriters, using his music to speak out 
on themes like social justice and equality. 
Studies in his style and impact have 
influenced countless artists. Each year, on 
his birthday, Okemah hosts the Woody 
Guthrie Folk Festival, affectionately known 
as WoodyFest. In honor of Guthrie, a 
bronze statue of him (with his famous 
inscription, “This machine kills fascists,” on 
the guitar) stands in the heart of 
downtown. 



FIRST TOWNSITE LOTS SOLD AT OKEMAH IN '02 
The Tulsa World, May 30, 1957 Okemah, a community of 3,400 got its 
name from a Kickapoo Indian, Chief Okemah, who died in a home of 
his original allotment in 1936. The name Okemah means "great chief" 
or "great man." 

Okemah held its first townsite sale of lots on April 22, 1902. On that 
day, the First State Bank began business in a tent. Its officers included 
C.J. Benson, president, and W. H. Dill, vice president and cashier. The 
institution later became known as the First National Bank, on Nov. 10, 
1902, and remained in operation under that name until its liquidation 
in January 1939. The second bank established in the town became 
known as the Okemah National. 



The Okemah townsite was selected by Perry Rodkey and H.B. Dexter of Shawnee, who made a 
survey of a railroad  - the Ozark and Cherokee Central Line - from Shawnee to Muskogee by 
way of Okmulgee. Okemah was built on allotments of Nocus Fixico, Mahala and Peter McNac 
and Alice Harjo. The allotees were Creek Indians. The original townsite consisted of 40 acres of 
open prairie. 

The first trains of the Fort Smith and Western Railroad Co. reached Okemah on May 12, 1903. 
The first child born in Okemah was Okemah Dennison, daughter of Mr.  and Mrs. Frank 
Dennison. 
Perry Rodkey was the first postmaster in the town. 

The Dexter House, Okemah's first hotel, was opened on Sept. 1, 1902 by M.O. Keller, a 
minister. 
Okemah was incorporated in 1904 with J.E. Galloway serving as the first mayor. 
There were no titles to property at the community's start since Indian allottees could not 
legally sell their land. Each allotment included 160 acres. 
An Act of Congress in 1903 permitted allotees to sell their lands for townsite purposes. 





WOODY GUTHRIE’S CHILDHOOD 

HOME IN OKEMAH, AS IT APPEARED IN 

1979.

Birthplace of 
folk music 
legend 
Woody 
Guthrie.



OIL WELL
“GUSHER”

IN 
OKEMAH

1920



THIS IS THE HOUSE WHERE KATHARINE READ LIVED 

WHILE IN OKEMAH.  The house was owned by a widow, Mrs. 

Lura A. Box, owner and manager of the Box Hardware and 

Furniture store, and who came to Okemah on April 22, 1902, the 

official day of the opening of Okemah. She was postmistress from 

1906 until 1911. She also had an adopted son John Box living there.

324 NORTH 6TH STREET

OKEMAH, OKALAHOMA





Mr. James Harrison Box (he went by the name Harrison) had a 
daughter, Nadyne, by a previous marriage, who was born in Illinois, 
married an Emberson, divorced, then married Alfred E. Neuman in 
California. Mrs. Laura Box who rented a room to Katharine Read, was 
also previously married. Sufficeth to say, James Harrison Box was the 
son of a famous Baptist minister in Arkansas, Rev. William Thomas Box. 
His obituary is included for information.









1940 CENSUS – OKEMAH, OKLAHOMA



FIRST WIFE OF JAMES HARRISON BOX



SECOND WIFE OF JAMES HARRISON 
BOX; LAURA’S THIRD HUSBAND.





NOTE: James Harrison Box went by the name 
‘Harrison Box.’



LAURA BOX 
FIRST HUSBAND.





NOTE: I included this 
information about Laura’s 
first husband, because 
Mother was aware of how 
he had died accidentally 
and how folks need to be 
careful when taking 
medicine at night. 



LAURA’S SECOND 
MARRIAGE TO 
DR. LOVELADY.



Okemah 
newspaper, 
MAY 1911



Laura’s second husband died from flu.

When Benton Lovelady was born in July 1877 in Dade, 
Missouri, his father, James, was 28 and his mother, Mary, 
was 29. He married Lara M. Allen on May 24, 1911, in Craig, 
Oklahoma. He died on August 30, 1921, at the age of 44, 
and was buried in Guthrie, Oklahoma.









AUGUST 18, 1940



NOVEMBER 22, 1940
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