
 Robert S. Kerr was born to tenant farmers in the Chickasaw Nation, Indian Territory. In 1929 he 
established Anderson-Kerr Drilling Company with his brother-in-law. Six years later he began a collaboration 
with Phillips Petroleum Company that introduced him to geologist Dean A. McGee and led to the establishment 
of Kerr-McGee Oil Industries.
	 Kerr	was	elected	Oklahoma’s	first	native-born	governor	in	1942	and	was	elected	to	the	US	Senate	in	1948.	
He	helped	secure	funding	for	the	McClelland-Kerr	Arkansas	River	Navigation	System,	a	445-mile	long	system	
with	18	locks and dams,	that	creates	a	staircase	on	the	Arkansas	River	from	the	Mississippi	River	to	the	Port	of	
Catoosa, near Tulsa.
	 Commercial	river	navigation	on	the	Arkansas	got	it	start	in	1824.	The	Florence	was	the	first	steamboat	
to	navigate	the	river	to	Fort	Gibson,	in	what	was	then	Indian	Territory.	Service	on	the	Arkansas	expanded	
as emigrant tribesmen established farms and plantations. Steamships carried people and agricultural 
commodities from 22 landings along the Arkansas in Indian Territory into the commerce of the Mississippi 
River	Valley	and	on	to	New	Orleans.	Returning	steamboats	brought	passengers	and	goods	to	frontier	villages	
and	farmsteads.	However,	as	railroads	expanded	into	eastern	Indian	Territory,	commercial	traffic	on	the	
Arkansas	River	diminished.
	 The	McClellan-Kerr	Arkansas	River	Navigation	System	was	the	result	of	many	years’	effort	by	
various	groups	to	restore	navigation	on	the	Arkansas.	From	1971	to	1990	an	average	of	7.6	million	tons	of	
commerce	was	carried	on	the	system.	At	the	end	of	the	20th	Century	sand,	gravel	and	rock	registered	as	the	
largest percentage of the commodities shipped along the channel.	Today,	the	system	provides	an	important	
transportation link for agriculture. Cargo includes chemical fertilizers, wheat, soybeans and other agricultural 
products.
	 Robert	S.	Kerr	died	in	1963,	eight	years	before	the	completion	of	the	McClellan-Kerr	Arkansas	River	
Navigation	System	in	1971.

Vocabulary
cargo—	the	goods	transported	in	a	ship,	airplane,	or	vehicle
channel—	the	deeper	part	of	a	river,	harbor,	or	strait
commerce— buying and selling of goods especially on a large scale and between different places
commodity— a product of agriculture or mining
dam—	a	barrier	preventing	the	flow	of	water
diminish—to become gradually less (as in size or importance)
emigrant—someone	who	leaves	a	country	or	region	to	live	elsewhere
frontier— a region that forms the edge of the settled part of a country
geologist— someone who works in the science that deals with the history of the earth and its life especially as 
recorded in rocks
lock— an enclosure (as in a canal) with gates at each end used in raising or lowering boats as they pass from 
level	to	level
plantation— a planted area, especially an agricultural estate worked by laborers
tenant farmer— a farmer who works land owned by another and pays rent either in cash or in shares of 
produce

Robert S. Kerr and River Navigation
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 John Kroutil immigrated from Czechoslovakia with his parents in 1881. The family first settled in 
Nebraska before coming to Oklahoma Territory in 1890. John and his brother Frank purchased the Yukon Mill 
and Grain Company in 1902.
 Other Czechs had migrated to the young territory in the land runs of the 1890s, north from Texas and 
south from Nebraska and Kansas. Because many had been wheat farmers in their native country, they grew 
wheat in the new land and were happy to take their grain to the Kroutil brothers, where they could do business 
in their native tongue.
 Milling was an important industry in the early years of statehood. In 1910 
the flour milling industry was by far the most productive. There were 295 plants 
and 842 workers. Total sales were $19 million of the state’s $53 million industrial 
output. Yukon Mill and Grain Company was among the most successful, along 
with Shawnee Mills, owned by J. Lloyd Ford.
 John Kroutil served as president of the Yukon Mill and Grain Company until 
his death in 1954. In 1912, he and his brother opened the Yukon National Bank. 
John Kroutil also served as president of the Yukon Electric Company, which was 
formed in 1907 after a steam-powered electric generating plant was built near 
the mill.
 For his philanthropy and business leadership Kroutil was inducted into the 
Oklahoma Hall of Fame in 1933. On June 12, 1954, he died of a heart attack on 
his farm near Piedmont, Oklahoma.

Vocabulary
immigrated— came into a foreign country to live
migrated— moved from one country, place, or locality to another
milling— processing in a mill (as by grinding into flour, meal, or powder or by shaping with a cutter)
native country— a particular country where someone was born
native tongue—the language a human being learns from birth
territory— a geographic area belonging to or under the control of a government

John Kroutil: Yukon Mills
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AC Magruder and the Magruder Plots
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	 Professor	A.C.	Magruder	is	probably	best	known	for	the	experimental	winter	wheat	field	plots	that	bear	his	
name. He planted them in 1892 on the grounds of Oklahoma A&M College (now Oklahoma State University). 
They are the nation’s oldest, continually-producing plots west of the Mississippi. They were established 
to evaluate wheat production on native prairie soils without fertilization. They are examples of long-term 
experiments. The plots became the center for wheat soil research in the region and provided constant data which 
helped farmers get maximum yield from their arid climates and naturally dry soils. The Magruder Plots were 
entered into the National Register of Historic Places in 1979.
 Magruder came to Oklahoma A&M College (now Oklahoma State University) in 1891 at the age of 24, 
with a BS degree in agricultural science from Mississippi Agricultural College. He had also attended graduate 
school in Germany and worked for a short time at the West Virginia Agricultural Experiment Station. 
	 Magruder	met	groups	of	farmers	in	homes,	barns,	fields	and	pastures,	providing	science-proven	
recommendations and soliciting feedback through round table discussions. He spent many hours answering 
specific	requests	by	mail.	
 In 1947 the plots were moved to make way for a new dormitory. University officials dispatched workers 
to carefully move the surface and immediate subsurface soils from six of the ten main plots to a location about 
one mile west, on the OSU agronomy farm. The reddish clay subsoil under the new location was similar to the 
subsoil under the original plot. The top eight inches of soil was removed with a bulldozer from an area of 100 
feet in length near the center of each plot and was piled on each end of that plot. The subsurface soil from 8 to 16 
inches was excavated and transferred to prepared trenches dug in a east-west direction on the agronomy farm. 
Studies conducted on the site after the move, when compared to similar studies conducted before, showed that 
moving the plots of soil did not significantly change their relative crop-producing capacities. No evidence has 
indicated that the move disturbed the soil or hindered the research value of the area, which continues to be used 
for its original purpose.



 Porter, Oklahoma, is well-known in Oklahoma for its peaches, and 
that all started with Ben Marshall. Marshall was the son of a wealthy 
and prominent mixed-blood Muskogee/Creek man who brought 19 
slaves with him when he came west from Alabama in 1835 and settled 
at the fork of the Verdigris and Arkansas Rivers. 
 Ben was born in 1866 on his father’s farm. He attended Tullahas-
see Mission and then went on to Carlisle in Pennsylvania, a college for 
Indian students. The famous athlete Jim Thorpe also attended Carlisle.
 When Ben returned home he poured his energy into farming. He 
raised hundreds of acres of corn and cotton, cattle and hogs, and his 
operation was known as one of the finest farms in Indian Territory.
 In 1890 he planted a peach orchard, the first in the area, about five 
miles southeast of Porter. The orchard was a great success. In 1904 
Ben took his peaches to the Louisiana Purchase Exposition in St. Lou-
is. The peaches were highly acclaimed at the World’s Fair and were 
awarded a Gold Medal for their quality.
 Peaches emerged as a major cash crop in the area after that and 
have been an economic mainstay ever since.

Vocabulary
cash crop— a crop produced for its commercial value rather than for use by the grower
economic— of, relating to, or based on the production, distribution, and consumption of goods and services
fork— the place where something divides into branches
mainstay— a chief support
mixed-blood— individuals of mixed European and Native American ancestry
orchard— a place where fruit or nut trees are grown
prominent—distinguished
slave— a person who is owned by another person and can be sold at the owner’s will

Ben Marshall and His Prize Peaches
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 In the mid-to-late 19th Century sheep herders, or pastores, from New Mexico pastured their flocks in the 
western section of present Cimarron County. The area offered vast, continuous grasslands in the watersheds 
of the Cimarron, Beaver (North Canadian), and South Canadian Rivers. Playa lakes also dotted the landscape. 
The Santa Fe-Missouri trade route, which developed in the 1820s, crossed through the area. This connection 
provided New Mexicans with a market for wool and woven goods. In addition, breeding-stock sheep and 
sheep destined for slaughterhouses were driven from central New Mexico for sale in Kansas and Nebraska. 
Because of these activities, in the last half of the 19th Century numerous Hispanic communities, or placitas, 
developed near the trail’s path through Cimarron County.
 After spring lambing in east-central New Mexico, the pastor, or sheep herder, 
moved the herd eastward into the grasslands. In summer and autumn the flock covered 
a wide area through the grassy plains around the Cimarron and Canadian rivers and 
returned to the mountain valleys for the winter. Sheep needed grass but could survive 
without much water. The pastores established various “base camps,” often building small 
houses and corrals of native stone, when available.
 In 1885 Juan Cruz Lujan turned a sheep camp on Corrumpa Creek into his own ranch. He was joined by 
his brothers Francisco, Lorenzo, and Alejandro, who came from Mora County, New Mexico. The Lujan ranch 
had a flat-roofed adobe house, a chapel, and beehive-shaped baking ovens, called hornos.
 The descendants of the pastores continued to live and ranch in the Oklahoma Panhandle. The 1900 and 
1910 US censuses recorded sizeable concentrations of Hispanic stock raisers, including the Lujans, in Harrison 
Township of Cimarron County. In 1899 a widely circulated newspaper report asserted that a “colony of three 
hundred New Mexicans” were raising sheep there, and approximately 125 individuals (25 surnames) are 
represented in the 1900 census. As late as 1920 and 1930 Juan Cruz Lujan still appeared in the census as a sheep 
rancher. He died in Cimarron County in 1943.
 The Hispanic presence in Cimarron County is reflected in local place names that include Carrizo, 
Castañeda (at Wolf Mountain, on the Santa Fe Trail), Cimarron, Delfin, Hidalgo, and Nieto Junction. 
Geographical designations include Corrumpa, Cienquilla, Tesesquite, Carrizozo, and Carrizo creeks, and 
Trujillo Springs. In the 20th Century some of the environment that served as pasture in the four-state area was 
preserved as the Rita Blanca National Grassland in Texas and Oklahoma, the Kiowa National Grassland in New 
Mexico, and the Comanche National Grassland in Kansas.

Source: Everett, Diana, “Pastores,” Encylopedia of Oklahoma History and Culture, Oklahoma Historical Soci-
ety: http://digital.library.okstate.edu/encyclopedia/entries/P/Pa029.html

Juan Cruz Lujan and the Pastores
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Vocabulary
breeding stock— a group of animals used for the purpose of planned breeding.
census— a counting of the population (as of a country, city, or town) and a gathering of related statistics done 
by a government every so often
continuous— continuing without a stop
corrals— pens for keeping or capturing livestock
descendant—proceeding from an ancestor or source
destined— to be bound or directed
grassland— land covered with herbs (as grasses and clover) rather than shrubs and trees
market—a meeting together of people to buy and sell
pastured— fed (as cattle) on pasture
plains— a broad area of level or rolling treeless country
playa lakes— round hollows in the ground in the Southern High Plains of the United States. Most playas fill 
with water only after spring rainstorms when freshwater collects in the round depressions of the otherwise flat 
landscape of West Texas, Oklahoma, New Mexico, Colorado, and Kansas.
slaughterhouse— an establishment where animals are butchered
trade route— a road followed by people in the business of buying and selling items
vast— very great in extent, size, amount, degree, or intensity
watershed— the area that drains into a river or lake
woven— formed by lacing together strands of material
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 The Farmers Union movement started in Texas in 1902 and quickly moved into Oklahoma and Indian 
Territories. Some of the goals of the union were to help farmers get fairness in mortgage and credit practices, 
to help them get fair prices for their crops and to promote the use of science in agriculture. In 1905 the 
Indiahoma Farmers Union requested the first study of soils ever made by the US Department of Agriculture. 
The state union played an important part in drafting the Oklahoma constitution. Union leadership represented 
almost half the elected delegates and was responsible for the election of “Alfalfa Bill” Murray as convention 
president. Murray was an organizing member of the Oklahoma Farmers Union.
 Enrollment in the union dropped dramatically after statehood, partly because of the union’s objections 
to US involvement in World War I. When the US did enter the war, groups that had been opposed were called 
unpatriotic and cowardly.
 John Simpson was a teacher, lawyer and banker who migrated from Kansas to Oklahoma Territory to 
become a farmer. In 1914, after serving one term in the Oklahoma House of Representatives, Simpson joined 
the Oklahoma Farmers Union. Two years later he was elected president.
 In his 16 years as president Simpson helped revive the organization with his outspoken speeches. He 
criticized federal officials for setting prices for farm goods during the war. He was convinced farmers were 
being cheated. After the war Simpson organized more than 110 farm cooperatives to help farmers join together 
to get fair prices. His other accomplishments included establishing the Farmers Union Insurance Company and 
the Oklahoma Union Farmer as the official state newspaper for the union. Under his direction the Oklahoma 
Farmers Union became the largest state organization in the nation. In 1930 Simpson was elected president of the 
National Farmers Union.

Vocabulary
cooperative— an association owned by and operated for the benefit of those using its services
credit— an amount or sum that a bank or company will let a person use
delegates— persons sent with power to act for others
draft— to put into written form
dramatically— sudden and extreme
Farmers Union— organization founded in 1902 with a mission to protect and enhance the economic well-
being and quality of life for family farmers and ranchers and their rural communities
federal— of or relating to the central government
mortgage— a transfer of rights to a piece of property (as a house) usually in return for a loan and that is 
canceled when the loan is paid
outspoken— direct and open in speech or expression
revive— to bring back or come back to life, consciousness, or activity

John Simpson: A Radical Voice for Farmers
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