
Cowboys and Indians

THOMAS GILCREASE

"A man must leave some sort of track." That is the credo of

Thomas Gilcrease, a shy, sparse, sixty-eight-year-old Oklaho-

man who "struck it rich" in oil. Thomas Gilcrease is resolutely

proud of being one-sixteenth Creek Indian, No. 1505 on the Final

Roll of Creek Citizens by Blood. He is so proud, in fact, that he

does nothing to correct the repeatedly published fraction of one-

eighth. For the benefit of European friends who are naively and

romantically excited at meeting an American Indian, he will even

obligingly pose as a full-blooded Creek.

The Indian blood comes from his mother; his father was of

French-Scotch-Irish descent. Although Thomas Gilcrease's bear-

ing is ramrod straight as any chief's and he is given to Indian-like

withdrawn moods, his soft speech and silent steps, his small, gray-

brown eyes behind gold-rimmed glasses, his thin lips, his other

moods of loquacious reminiscences and the frugal way in which
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he lives make the Scotch-Irish strain more apparent than the In-

dian one. He dresses in the neat, anonymously conservative style

of a bank teller.

The old-master market is drying up. Those of the oil-rich who
would like to out-Morgan Morgan must be content with lesser

hauls. Even oil man J. Paul Getty, probably the world's richest

private citizen, who likes to buy old masters for "investment" as

well as beauty, has had to be content with a mere $4,000,000

worth—with a fairly low density of masterpieces—picked up since

he began collecting in 1931. Or, like the Charles B. Wrightsmans,

the rich collectors must venture into the field of the eighteenth

century, which, although exceedingly expensive and popular

in Europe and South America, has never been quite as fashionable

in America. The Wrightsmans have bought such out-of-period

items as a marvelous Vermeer for, allegedly, $350,000, along

with about a dozen other paintings including a Tiepolo ceiling.

But their main effort and income have gone into making their

home into a Rococo stage-set with superlatively beautiful objects.

It is so exquisitely perfect that any visitor short of Voltaire must

seem an impostor, and talk of prorated oil a vulgar anachronism.

These rare worlds of splendor and elegance are not the worlds

of oil man Thomas Gilcrease. The "track" that Thomas Gilcrease

will leave—and to whose making he has devoted some of thirty-

three years and all of the last twenty—is a mountainous, hetero-

geneous collection of documents, rare books, artifacts, paintings

and sculptures valued at $12,000,000. Now owned by the city of

Tulsa, it is known as the Thomas Gilcrease Institute of American

History and Art. (Why it is "Institute" instead of "Museum" is a

somewhat baffling question which Tulsans brush impatiently

aside.)

That history overwhelms art in this collection is not acciden-

tal. Thomas Gilcrease set out to tell the story of America from

prehistoric times to the present, with special emphasis on the story

of the American Indian and the development of southwestern
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United States. He would tell the narrative in documents, objects

and pictures.

If Rembrandt or Renoir had painted American Indians, Gil-

crease would have been after their canvases like a bloodhound.

Sir Joshua Reynolds and his contemporary, the English painter

Francis Parsons, did paint Indians. They painted portraits, respec-

tively, of Syacost Ukeah and Cunne Shote, Cherokee warriors

who went to England after a treaty with the British in 1762, to re-

ceive shining silver "peace medals" from George III. (Cunne
Shote amiably posed with his scalping knife as well as his medals

and a gorget inscribed G.R.III.) Gilcrease bought these paintings

more for their meaning than their esthetic excellence, just as he

purchased a handsome full-length portrait by Thomas Eakins be-

cause it represented Frank Hamilton Cushing, a painter who
had ventured into the Dakota Badlands.

Some other rather good painters have painted the kinds of

things that Gilcrease was after. In 1883, John Jarvis did a portrait

of the Sauk and Fox Chief, Black Hawk, and his son, when Black

Hawk, who liked white men's clothes, put them on for a tour of

the United States in which he was exhibited as a trophy of war.

Gilcrease owned that painting, too. So, too, he owned such hand-

some illustrations of American fauna as Audubon's magnificent

oil of "The Wild Turkey"; intimate and panoramic views of the

American landscape by such talented artists as Thomas Moran

and Albert Bierstadt; and large holdings of work by the best of

the documentary artists who began making their animated re-

cords of the land beyond the wide Missouri in the precamera days.

If a painting Thomas Gilcrease wants has esthetic quality as

well as meaning, he is very pleased. If it has none—as is true of

hundreds out of a total four thousand—he is not the least bothered.

He is the first to admit that the one hundred and twenty-six In-

dian chiefs, warriors, medicine men and army scouts by Henry H.

Cross, with their brash color and waxwork realism, are not the

greatest art in the world.
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All but thirteen of them were commissioned around 1909, by

T. B. Walker, a self-made lumber baron who lived in Minneapo-

lis, and he once owned all of them. According to the State Histori-

cal Society of Wisconsin, T. B. Walker's attitude toward Indians

was somewhat more patronizing than Thomas Gilcrease's. "How-
ever deplorable he thought their way of life," we are told, "he was

genuinely interested in them as human beings. He even enter-

tained in his Minneapolis home some of the tribal delegations that

journeyed periodically to Washington to visit the Great Father."

In that home, the tribal delegations had a chance to gaze upon a

collection of paintings and sculptures which John G. Johnson

would have dismissed as "Names." T. B. Walker was, indeed, on

surer grounds of authenticity with his Cross collection of Indian

portraits than he was with his old masters.

To Gilcrease, the Cross series, regardless of artistic merit, is an

essential link in his narrative. Buffalo Bill Cody himself certified

to the "striking likenesses" of the portraits and they are faithful in

detail down to the last feather and piece of wampum.
Even if the documentary value is not in question, Gilcrease still

likes paintings to "tell a story" or "have meaning" or "capture

realism." Thus he represents, without the slightest equivocation or

false embarrassment, popular, mass taste in America—the taste

which likes Norman Rockwell's pictorial soap-opera scenes,

praises the three-dimensional bronze version of the photograph

of "Raising the Flag on Iwo Jima" and thrills to "Silver Threads

Among the Gold" played on the vox humana. No matter what

the fluctuations of sophisticated taste, this mass taste remains solid

as bedrock below. It prevailed at the exhibition of the Philadel-

phia Centennial in 1876 and it determines all "popular" exhibi-

tions today, as it will tomorrow.

Thomas Gilcrease had arrived at his criteria at the age of

twenty-two, when he bought his first painting. But he has never

fooled himself about these criteria having anything very much to

do with esthetics.
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Certain dealers from New York and Chicago made regular trav-

eling-salesman trips to the Southwest in the years just before and
after World War I. They did a brisk, not always ethical business

with the unsophisticated, eager nouveaux riches of the youngest

states in the Union, as their predecessors had done several genera-

tions before on the Eastern seaboard. There still exists in Texas

one of the collections that dates from these art-carpetbagging days.

It consists of paintings purportedly by such old masters as Rem-
brandt and Hals and Gainsborough. Under each painting, a bro-

chure in a tooled Florentine leather cover explains that this is an

original of which a copy is in the Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam or

the Louvre or the Metropolitan. It is a collection still proudly dis-

played by its either very innocent or very stubborn owners.

Thomas Gilcrease, who had no pretensions and no predilection

for million-dollar masters, fell into better hands. In 1912 he wan-

dered into the Hotel Tulsa, where a New York dealer was show-

ing anecdotal paintings by conservative contemporary artists. Gil-

crease fell for a picture by Ridgeway Knight called "Rural Court-

ship," in which a girl with apple cheeks and wooden shoes leans

on a gate toying with her apron while an apple-cheeked boy, also

with wooden shoes, courts her in his shy and tongue-tied way.

Thomas Gilcrease was entranced by the sweet depiction of whole-

some puppy love—and he was reminded of it many years later on

a hunting trip in Alaska when he spent a day following softly be-

hind a herd of three hundred moose and watched the young cows

and bulls clumsily and affectionately nudge each other in the play

of early courtship.

Such sentimental storytelling pictures still appeal to Thomas

Gilcrease. Not so long ago he commissioned Howard Chandler

Christy to paint an enormous picture called "Hiawatha's Wooing,"

which takes place in a green-blue landscape of Technicolor inten-

sity. Never has Minnehaha had so much the glamorized sweetness

of an early Hollywood starlet.

But pictures with sentimental associations appeal to Gilcrease
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less than those with historic interest or documentary validity. His-

tory is his consuming interest (on peripatetic trips with his

daughter to Europe and to forty-seven of the forty-eight states, he

reacted to a historical marker like a bird dog who has sniffed his

quarry). The clue to the man is his inquiring mind. He wants to

know What, How, When, Where so that he can ponder the im-

portant question: Why. To stimulate others toward similar specu-

lation, especially about the history of our own land and its peoples,

by showing them the What, How, When and Where, seems to

him "something worthwhile." He is a serious, simple man, who,

in his philosophic way, has taken on the conscience of one race,

the griefs of the other. The only kind of track that Thomas Gil-

crease would want to leave would be a "worthwhile" one.

On February 8, 1890, Thomas Gilcrease, the eldest of fourteen

children, was born to William and Elizabeth Vowell Gilcrease in

Robilene, Louisiana, a small town about a hundred miles from

Shreveport. The father was an energetic, restless, pioneering soul

who kept trying his hand at one thing after another in the uphill

battle of feeding his brood. Farming was the most constant occu-

pation, but there were supplementary ones. Shortly after the birth

of his first son, William Gilcrease decided to take advantage of

his wife's rights as a Creek. They moved across the river into the

Creek nation, where any Creek citizen could live where he

wished on the tribal lands.

Stopping first at Eufala, the family settled in a place now
known as Twin Mounds. When Thomas Gilcrease was five and a

half, his father put on him a pair of black boots with brass toes

and took him to the father of the Creek poet, Alex Posey, to learn

to read and write. Fortunately, he learned quickly. The shoes

were thrown away before they were outgrown. Thomas Gilcrease

went to work helping his father farm, run the cotton gin and

work the grist mill.

"The time to begin plowing or picking cotton is when the sun



Thomas Gilcrease 313

rises and the time to stop is when it sets," his father told him. Be-

fore the sun rose, he had to feed the hogs, turn the cattle to pas-

ture, harness the horses and start the fire in the kitchen. After it

set, he had to feed the stock again, milk the cows, unharness the

horses, bring in the wood for the morning. "When all that is done,

you can do what you want," his father said. What he wanted to do

was to read. He still handles a book reverentially and caressingly.

When his daughter was small, one of the first things he taught her

was how to open a book and lay its pages flat so that it would not

be damaged.

He was a sensitive boy, isolated from other children both by the

responsibilities of being the eldest son and by a rather bad limp

from a crippled leg (that was later completely cured by surgery).

His habits of introspection and observation started early.

On the way to feed the cattle, he would stop in wonderment at

the dew-speckled, magically intricate spider's webs that blocked

his path and run his hands gently over the fronds of ferns to see

them curl up protectively. "These things show a kind of intelli-

gence," he concluded. He noticed the tall grass in June that made
his bare feet white, "white as the sugar in the breakfast bowl";

listened to the gobble of wild turkeys close at hand send up a

chain reaction of gobbling along the Frio River; heard the Indians

call longhorn steer "white man's buffalo" and sneer at its skin-

niness; watched the Indians play "stick-ball" (lacrosse) and

learned from them to kill small game with stones and shoot fish

with a homemade bow and arrow. When the white families met

in successive houses on Saturday nights for dancing, poker and

drinking, he fled and hid under the porches to escape being wit-

ness to the brawling, the knifings, the gunplay with which the

evenings always ended. He vowed at the age of six never to

gamble or to touch liquor, and he never has.

"There were things to make a boy think," he says. Not the

least of the things that made Thomas Gilcrease think was what

was happening to the Indians. Back in the eighteen thirties, yield-



314 THE PROUD POSSESSORS

ing to the pressures of white settlers in an expanding economy,

Andrew Jackson had forced the Five Civilized Tribes (the Chero-

kee, the Choctaw, the Chickasaw, the Seminole and the Creek)

from Georgia and Alabama to the desolate, uninhabited lands of

the "Indian Territory," including what is now Oklahoma. Driven

like cattle, mistreated and neglected by the United States soldiers,

the Indians suffered terribly during their difficult winter journey.

Only a quarter of them survived "The Trail of Tears."

They had been promised that the new land would be theirs "as

long as the grasses grew and the water ran." They had barely

established their nations and their civilizations before the white

man's troubles pressed upon them. They were reluctantly drawn
into the Civil War on the side of the Confederacy, then punished

by the Union with loss of a large part of their western territory.

White cattlemen driving their stock westward and frontiersmen

traveling on the first railroad of the seventies began looking greed-

ily at the great fertile ranges. Neither laws nor covenants nor

treaties could keep the land-hungry settlers out.

In the eighties, the settlers grabbed so-called unassigned lands

which had been taken in various ways from the Indians. At high

noon on April 22, 1889, the year before Thomas Gilcrease was
born, prospective settlers were allowed to "run" from the Kansas

border to claim more land. The "run" was not played according

to Marquis of Queensberry rules: many settlers jumped the gun.

Known as "sooners," these overanxious settlers were once de-

spised, but now the word has taken on connotations of "enter-

prise" and "ingenuity." Still, the whites were not satisfied. In

1893, the Dawes Commission, brushing aside Indian resistance,

simply did away with tribal land titles by making allotments to

individual Indians. It was a nastily ingenious device: alloting a

160-acre tract to each Indian, left a large surplus for white settlers.

Young Thomas Gilcrease knew of this perfidy. He knew, too,

the tales of treachery to other tribes : the way French and English

fur trappers disarmed the Indians for their own purposes ; treaties
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with the government made but not ratified or deliberately misin-

terpreted; the mishandling of funds for the Indians; the ravages

of the white man's alcohol and tuberculosis; the hypocrisy of

many of the itinerant preachers (he was himself first baptized by

a "preacher" who was later unmasked as a horse thief). He saw

white settlers shooting Indians on sight, because it was keener

sport than shooting deer, and justifying their fun on the grounds

that their targets were "uncivilized savages." In 1904, the Gil-

crease family moved to nearby Weakala and Thomas Gilcrease

helped his father run a general store. He flinched when the set-

tlers, putting their hands on his shoulders, paid him their great-

est compliment: "Son, when you grow up you'll be a real good

Indian shooter."

In 1899, William Gilcrease received 160-acre tracts for the Creek

citizens of his family: his wife and each of their children. That

same year, a farmer showed Thomas Gilcrease an oil seep. It did

not mean very much to the nine-year-old boy or to his parents.

They used the oil to grease harnesses. They found it effective, too,

for saturating sacks which could be wound around logs for the

hogs to rub against, as the oil killed hog lice.

Six years later, in 1905, the first oil well in the Oklahoma Ter-

ritory was brought in at Glen Pool. Thomas Gilcrease could hear

its roaring gush four miles away. Soon he would hear the reas-

suring sound at closer range. His own 160 acres lay in that rich

oil region. In 1910, he procured drilling tools and was "in oil." By

1917, the 160-acre tract had thirty-two producing wells. He used

his royalties to have his game leg fixed, pay his tuition at Bacone

Indian College and then briefly at a teacher's college in Kansas,

and to buy more farm land. Soon he was trading in oil leases and

drilling wells in a line southwest from Tulsa. In one area he found

oil in hitherto unknown sand at a depth of 3,150 feet, a formation

since known as Gilcrease sand.

By 1925, at thirty-five, Thomas Gilcrease had been married, had

produced two sons, had been divorced, and had founded the
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Gilcrease Oil Company. He was a prosperous man. He began to

think about "leaving a track."

He went off on a hunting trip to Canada and Alaska, where he

could "think out what would be worthwhile." He flirted briefly

with the Utopian notion of turning four hundred acres of farm

land into a self-supporting writers' colony, because writers "had a

way of getting a message to the people." It was a brief flirtation.

Restless, uncertain, aware of how limited were the horizons of

Oklahoma and Texas, he decided to go around the world and

look before he made up his mind.

Impulsively he took a train to New York, arriving on a Satur-

day. The next morning, sitting in his room in the Hotel Astor, he

was overwhelmed by the Sunday edition of the New Yor\ Times,

whose bulk even in 1925 was somewhat surprising to a man ac-

customed to four-page Oklahoma newspapers. Conscientiously he

read through every column—as he habitually did with newspapers

at home—and then started resolutely on the ads. A big announce-

ment that the S.S. Leviathan, "the world's largest ship," was sail-

ing for Cherbourg the following Tuesday morning snared him.

Accustomed to days that began at 4:30 a.m., he dallied a bit on

Monday morning to suit himself to "city ways"—but he still ar-

rived at the steamship office an hour and a half before it opened.

The office hours in New York were no more strange than the

Folies Bergeres in Paris. "It wasn't in keeping with my thinking.

Oklahoma was never like that," he told a reporter later. Even such

inadvertent frivolities were exceptions. He was an assiduous, dedi-

cated sightseer, who boned up each night on what he would see

the next day. He clocked off not only the three-star items in the

guidebooks, but those in the small print, too. He made detours in

the interests of history. He followed Jeanne d'Arc's route from her

birthplace to the stake at Rouen to try to understand her motiva-

tions. He lingered a month at Carcassone. He taught himself

French and Spanish. He had decided, romantically, to follow the

sun around the world. In fourteen months, he had gotten as far as
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the Holy Land when his partners cabled him to come home be-

cause of his attorney's grave illness.

Before the European trip, his collecting had been confined to

huge trophy heads of moose, bear and Dall sheep. They leered

from the walls of the large, unpretentious, rather gloomy house

on former Indian territory which he had bought in 1912 to help

out the recently widowed lawyer who built it. After the European

trip, most of the trophy heads were relegated to storage.

Thomas Gilcrease, who felt squeamish about the Folies Ber-

geres, was apparently not averse to beautiful American girls. In

1928, he married barely-twenty-year-old Norma Des Cygne Small-

wood, who had been Miss America of 1926. The house was re-

decorated in her honor with souvenirs, paintings and objets d'art

from the first trip abroad and added to from subsequent ones. The
marriage ended in a bitter divorce in 1934. Gilcrease, who never

liked anything unwholesome, was further hurt when the tabloids

played up each detail of the messy case. It left him stand-offish

about the press for many years. Custody of the six-year-old daugh-

ter, Des Cygne L'Amour Gilcrease, was awarded him.

He had observed in Europe that the knowledge of civilizations

is reconstructed from the things they have left. Oklahoma had no

museum, no library, nothing which showed anything about the

old civilizations of the Americas before Columbus or the devel-

opment of the new, raw Southwest, nothing that told the story of

Indian civilization. As he explained later, he had "no toma-

hawk to grind," but he wanted to preserve and tell that story. He
had found something worthwhile to do.

Along with the indiscriminate souvenirs, the Brussels lace, the

Rococo clocks, the Delft china and other objects which filled not

only the Oklahoma house but also an apartment-office he had taken

on the Champs-Elysees in Paris, he had begun buying the docu-

ments and rare books that would implement his collecting plan.

That buying was a secret operation, partly because of his own un-

certainties, partly because he wanted to avoid preying dealers and
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inflated prices. Even his sons were unaware of what he was doing.

"Why does your father have all that storage space and what's he

putting in it?" people asked them. "We don't know. Probably

things he likes to buy," they answered.

The outbreak of World War II made him more than ever aware

that things outlast people and that evidences of cultures and civili-

zations must be safeguarded. He decided to devote his full time

to acquiring those informative things, and to come out in the

open.

In the forties, he became a familiar figure to certain London
dealers. Large quantities of American Indian material were avail-

able in England. Some of it had been brought back by the Eng-

lish fur traders and British officers in Colonial times. British inter-

est in the subject remained keen well into the nineteenth cen-

tury.

Much as documentary photographers today would accompany

such expeditions, a number of artists had gone West with prospec-

tive fur traders and such romantic European adventurers as Maxi-

milian of Wied-Neuwied. They had accompanied military expedi-

tions and traveled with the railroad surveyors. George Catlin

was, in 1832, one of the first to record Indian life; Albert Jacob

Miller set out in 1837; Charles Bodmer, Albert Bierstadt, Thomas
Moran were among others of the best of these recorders. Their

pictorial documents were enormously interesting to European au-

diences, who had both romantic and economic curiosity about the

new lands of the New World. George Catlin had huge success

when he exhibited his "Indian Gallery" in London in 1836 and he

procured British financing for his North American Indian port-

folio. One of Gilcrease's paintings, called "Contested Game," by a

rather mediocre artist, William Carey, was exhibited in London in

1885. This thrill-packed canvas, showing a bear and three Indians

fighting over a dead buffalo, was one of the popular hits of the

show.

It was not until the twentieth century that Americans began to
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interest themselves very much in the artistic records of the West,
although they had been buying American landscapes from the

mid-nineteenth century on. Now, thrilled by Owen Wister's best

seller, The Virginian, which was published in 1902, or goggle-

eyed at Buffalo Bill's Wild West Show, or hero-worshiping

Teddy Roosevelt's rough-and-ready concepts of manliness, East-

erners went West and brought back paintings as romantic testi-

money to their adventures. Others, like Ogden Mills, who gave a

large group of Catlins to the American Museum of Natural His-

tory, were interested in the West historically. A little later, men
like Copley Amory of Boston, who went to Montana to visit the

family's copper mines, bought art as souvenirs.

As the century wore on, the most popular of the recorders were

two of the late ones: Charles Russell, who became a Montana
cowboy himself and died only in 1924, and Frederic Reming-
ton, who died in 1909. Russell, whose paintings bear such reveal-

ing titles as "Meat's Not Meat 'Til It's in the Pan," "Where Guns
Were Their Passports," "The Strenuous Life" and "Where Tracks

Spell War or Meat," had what Thomas Gilcrease calls "the hu-

man touch." He also had a photographic eye so precise that, as

one of his admirers remarked, he could get exactly "the nostril

dilation of a buffalo bull."

Remington had a sense of fact, too, that was both enthusias-

tic and conscientious, as well as a facile draftsmanship that later

made him a superb illustrator of the Spanish-American War for

the Hearst press. His paintings of Indian warfare and buffalo hunts

had both an excitement and authenticity far greater than those of

the very popular contemporary one-reel "Westerns," which fea-

tured city-bred "Bronco Billy" Anderson. Even Remington's

horses had personalities, and his cowboys, scouts, soldiers and In-

dians never looked like "extras" miscast in their roles. In addition

to paintings and drawings, Remington started, around 1895, mak-
ing bronzes of extraordinary virtuosity that showed cowboys and

Indians in such exuberant action as "Coming Through the Rye" or
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such spine-tingling episodes as that in which an Indian reins his

horse and lifts aloft a recently captured scalp. His art supplied

all the blood and thunder, danger and adventure and rugged man-

liness of life on the range. It was life in the raw with, as he put

it, "men with the bark on." Women played an even lesser role in

his paintings than in the Western movies: they are almost never

in evidence.

This sort of thing rarely appealed to the collectors of Great

Art or even the collectors of Modern Art. (Henry Walters was a

rare exception, with a taste so catholic and an interest in artists

so strong that he bought quantities of Western scenes by his fel-

low Baltimorean, Albert Jacob Miller). But this he-man art be-

gan to have an increasingly wide audience in America. The ele-

gant firm of Knoedler, supplying high-priced old masters to

Henry Clay Frick and Andrew Mellon, did a brisk side-line busi-

ness in supplying landscapes of the American scene and in catering

to the taste for cowboy-and-Indian art.

In recent years, there have been a few "specialists," such as the

big, breezy, colorfully cussing Texan president of American Air-

lines, C. R. Smith, and the even breezier, more colorful publisher

of the Fort Worth Star-Telegram, the late Amon Carter. Known
as "Mr. Texas," Carter was a brash, swashbuckling showman,

booster of Fort Worth and Texas, who handed out silver dollars,

jeweled Western belts, pearl-handled six-shooters and ten-gallon

Texas hats to acquaintances around the world and entertained

his visitors in a room where, above the mantel, the head of a long-

horn steer puffed smoke from its nostrils and blinked its eyelids

over red electric-light bulbs. Inspired by C. R. Smith, Carter be-

came interested in Remington and Russell as faithful depicters

of cowboy life. He ultimately acquired a large group of

their work, including the entire Mint Saloon from Great Falls,

Montana, which had been filled with Russell's work. He paid

$250,000 for it.

Gilcrease's interest extended far beyond the paintings of Indians
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and the West. He bought anything and everything that had any

possible connection with his theme. He gathered hundreds of In-

dian pipes, blankets, ceremonial objects, pieces of beadwork and

jewelry. He purchased pre-Columbian material of all kinds. He
got hold of 85,000 books, letters and manuscripts. One of the let-

ters, from General George Custer, ends, "You will next hear from

me . . . not from the plains of Philippi . . . but from those of

Dakota, the home of S.B.," referring, of course, to the Sioux Chief,

Sitting Bull, before whom Custer made his "last stand." Gil-

crease's enormous library includes the first letter sent from the

New World, signed by Columbus' son Diego, written in Santo

Domingo in 1512; the only certified copies of the articles of Con-

federation and Declaration of Independence outside the Library

of Congress; five suitcases full of Cortez material, which cost

$130,000 and tells in detail of the boats which Cortez used in con-

quering the Aztecs; and the original document of April 29, 1775,

appointing Paul Revere to make his much-touted midnight ride.

Tirelessly, diligently, Gilcrease bought and bought, unnerving

dealers with an inscrutable, Indian-like silence as they displayed

their wares. He bought single objects and such ready-made col-

lections as Sir Thomas Phillipp's Catlin group in England and

the extensive Grant Foreman collection of War Department and

Indian Office material.

When the Dr. Philip Cole collection of Remington bronzes

was going to be sold, one of Gilcrease's strong competitors was

oil man Frank Phillips of Phillips-66 renown. Phillips presumably

wanted them for his estate-cum-museum, Woolaroc (Wood -j-

Lake -f- Rock), near Bartlesville, Oklahoma. Although Phillips'

Woolaroc driveway is only 2.5 miles as compared to the 5.4

miles of Hearst's San Simeon driveway, it rivals the California

one with wandering deer, elk and moose, cages of such wild ani-

mals as gnus, over-life-sized painted plaster Indians saying "How"
and a grove of bleached white ox skulls hanging from trees. The
very popular museum, which seems to be dedicated to showing
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objects from "the dawn of history" to the present, is one of the

most bizarre and, to sophisticated critics, one of the most un-

settling, in the world.

Tulsans tell the story that Phillips offered $350,000 for the

bronzes and then telephoned to ask Mrs. Cole a question about

one of the sculptures. He was, they say, told not to bother, since

a bid had been received, accompanied by a blank check, offering

$10,000 more than any other bid. Gilcrease got the Remington

bronzes.

The wholesale buying of whole collections often means, as Gil-

crease knows, that "you have to take the bad to get the good."

He is inured to that circumstance from his extensive operations

in buying land for oil-well drilling. If one well comes in, the pur-

chase has been worthwhile.

In 1942, Gilcrease formed the Thomas Gilcrease Foundation, a

part of whose funds were permanently allocated for education of

Indians. He put a part of his collection on public view in tempo-

rary quarters until, in 1949, the Thomas Gilcrease Museum of

American History and Art opened. It is a building shaped like

an Indian long-house, built by Indian workmen out of sandstone

quarried in the adjacent Osage hills. With ten ample galleries, it

still provided space for the display of only about four percent of

the collection. Visitors would see the quiet man lurking unob-

trusively and reflectively in the galleries, seeming in his silent

rounds more like a trusted caretaker than the owner of these mil-

lions of dollars' worth of documentary art and artifacts.

The museum had been open only four years when, in 1953,

Thomas Gilcrease found himself in a tough financial spot. Oil

production had been sharply prorated because of overproduction

here and abroad, and underconsumption when the fighting in Ko-

rea ceased. "You don't starve, but it makes a difference in your

calculations," Gilcrease confided in 1953. It made a particular dif-

ference as far as his bills for art and artifacts were concerned. His

oil income was not sufficient to meet outstanding bills of
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$2,200,000 for which he was being hard pressed by the dealers.

To sell a part of the collection to meet the obligation seemed to

him unthinkable. "It has value only when held intact for the peo-

ple," he maintained with stony dignity. What would happen

to the Gilcrease collection became a public issue. It was said that

universities in Texas and North Carolina were after it; that Amon
Carter would buy it lock, stock and barrel ; that the state of Okla-

homa would purchase it and move it to the University at Nor-

man or construct a new building for it near the Will Rogers

Memorial at Claremore.

At the last minute, a group of Tulsa citizens formed a "Keep
the Gilcrease Museum in Tulsa" Committee. Headed by oil man
Alfred E. Aaronson, it proposed voting a bond issue of $2,500,000

to pay off the Gilcrease Foundation's debts, in return for which

Gilcrease would give his collection to the city of Tulsa, assign

it one-half interest in five East Texas oil leases (which average a

little under $4,000 a month) and lease the building for five years

at one dollar a year. The committee whooped up enthusiasm.

Even Brownie Troop 209 in the third grade at a local public school

contributed two dollars toward the $10,700 that had to be raised

to defray the cost of a special election.

On August 24, 1954, the citizens braved a scorching sun to vote

three to one in favor of the bond issue that would save the Gil-

crease Museum for Tulsa. It now operates under the Tulsa Park

Board with a Citizens Advisory Committee.

Having made these new commitments, and provisions for his

children and grandchildren, Thomas Gilcrease is no longer a very

rich man. He lives alone in the big house, whose only staff is a few-

hours-a-day cleaning woman. He drives himself, not in a Cadillac,

but in a Buick, and he eats all his meals, including breakfast, in

Tulsa's unpretentious restaurants. All his money goes into art and

artifacts for a new private collection, intended, of course, ulti-

mately as a gift to the museum. He could no more stop collecting

than he could stop reading.
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Some of the money is being spent for paintings by the best

American painters chosen for their quality as art, but, naturally,

Gilcrease is happiest when that circumstance coincides with the

kind of subject matter that fits his big theme.

His new collecting enthusiasm is "digging." Thomas Gil-

crease got into archeology obliquely. For several years he had been

interested in the Indian cultures of two and three thousand years

ago that are being increasingly revealed and studied from the

burial materials found in the mounds of the Southwest. A trust-

ing, honest man, who can "never believe that people like to gyp
you," Gilcrease was aghast when he discovered that certain per-

sons were selling him fake pots and pipes. "If you dig yourself,

you know the things are right," he concluded.

He has undertaken several excavations and acquired a vast

amount of material from them in the last few years. His informal

method of working is somewhat nerve-racking to professional

archeologists, who work at slow tempo, photographing, measur-

ing and rushing samples off to laboratories for carbon readings

at almost every turn of the shovel. Their systematic, molasses-

slow speed is equally unsettling to Gilcrease, who insists they are,

"like preachers, 'sot in their ways.' " His staff on the site is headed

by a man familiar with early Indian cultures by long interest

and reading and by a young archeologist so recently graduated

that he has not yet had a chance to "get set." Whenever possible,

he is out digging with them.

Even the most "set" archeologists admit, however, that Gil-

crease is doing an inestimably valuable service with his blitz

rescue operations. He goes in to mounds which, but for his action,

would be destroyed by bulldozers making way for housing devel-

opments or by the plows of farmers seeking richer loam below

the surface. Such projects can be held off—even with cash—for a

minimum amount of time only. Gilcrease has preserved thousands

of objects. Although they may not be recorded to the last jot of
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scientific detail, they have nevertheless been saved from destruc-

tion.

Of all Gilcrease's collecting activities, this "do-it-yourself" opera-

tion has been most rewarding. When he uncovers a tomb with all

the evidence of 2,000 years ago intact, looks at the way the skele-

ton faces, examines the marvelous animal-figure pipes, the

neatly stacked spoons, the wonderful little pots, he is confronting

the What and How and When and Where that help answer Why.
With his own money, by his own labor, with his own hands he is

finding and saving things that tell the story of America. These

things are dear to him. He spends hours examining the infinite

variations in the pots. Even in the handsomely stylized animal-

figure pipes he admires the realistic detail of a beaver's buck

teeth or a raven's feathers.

When the museum was his, he used to fuss with its arrange-

ments. Now he is satisfied with a smaller space, a little gallery

adjacent to the Gilcrease Foundation office. Here he hangs and

re-hangs his paintings, new and old, of the West; places on the

shelves below them an inventory of pots beyond count; and lays

out on the center tables a whole arsenal of arrowheads.

The city's dollar-a-year lease on the museum building will ex-

pire in 1959. Gilcrease has made the city another proposition. If

Tulsa will pledge to build a fireproof, air-conditioned museum
of 50,000 square feet (as compared to the present 15,000) and

keep the collection there, he will give it the twenty-five acres on

which the museum stands, plus his house and other buildings, for

a public park, and will also leave as a gift his new private collec-

tion, valued at $750,000. The prognosis is that the citizens of

Tulsa will accept his proposition and vote another bond issue for

its fulfillment.

Thomas Gilcrease will have left a worthwhile track.


