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Thomas Gilcrease, founder of the Gil-
crease Museum at Tulsa, Oklahoma, died
May 6th, at his home in Tulsa. Mr. Gil-
crease, a well known oilman of Creek

Indian descent, keenly appreciated his
American heritage and early in life com-
menced to assemble the remarkable col-
lection of paintings, sculpture, books,
manuscripts, and artifacts pertaining to
the American Indian and American frontier
which has come to be recognized as the
nation’s most outstanding collection of its
kind.

Thomas Gilcrease moved to Oklahoma as
a boy of five and grew up in the Creek
Nation. As a youth he exhibited a fondness
for nature and spent as much time as
possible partaking of fishing, hiking, and
hunting in the woods. This appreciation of
nature continued throughout his life and is
manifested by the natural beauty of his
estate in the Osage Hills where some kind
of flower can be found in bloom during
most of the calendar year.

Thomas Gilcrease was born in Robilene,
Louisiana, February 8, 1890, to William
and Elizabeth Vowell Gilcrease. Five years
later the family moved to Twin Mounds,
near Eufaula, in the Creek Nation, to take
advantage of Mrs. Gilcrease's rights as a
Creeck. In 1899, the Gilcrease children
were enrolled in the Creek Nation and
each received an allotment of 160 acres of
land. In 1904, the family moved to Weakala,
near Bixby, where the father operated a
general store. The next year oil was struck
four miles from the allotment of Thomas
Gilcrease which was located in what was
soon to become the now famous Glenn
0il Pool.

When oil was struck on his property,
young Thomas spent some of his royalties
to further his education at Bacone Indian
College, Muskogee, Oklahoma. He also
bought additional land and invested in
drilling operations. By 1917, the 160 acres
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had on them some thirty-two producing
wells.

In 1912, Mr. Gilcrease purchased a tract
of land two and one-half miles northwest
of Tulsa in Blackdog Township, of Osage
County, and here he made his home except
for a period of time spent in Texas. It was
also in 1912 that Thomas Gilcrease, then
twenty-two, bought his first oil painting,
“Rural Courtship,” by Ridgway Knight.

In 1920, Mr. Gilcrease formed the Gil-
crease Oil Company, in Tulsa, and in 1936
this company moved its headquarters to
San Antonio, Texas. In the course of his
oil operations, Mr. Gilcrease found a new
producing strata at the depth of 3,150 feet
that has become known as the “Gilcrease
sand.” Mr. Gilcrease resided in San An-
tonio from 1936 to 1948 when he moved
back to Tulsa.

After 1925, Mr. Gilcrease's interest in
American culture intensified and he ac-
celerated his collecting activities. His vis-
its to Europe taught him that knowledge
of civilizations is established from the
things that remain from them. In Paris he
determined to assemble a record of the
American Indian including the pre-historic
period which could be obtained only by
archaeological explorations. Much of his
time during the last years of his life was
spent persanally digging for remains of
Indian cultures, especially those in the
Mississippi Valley.

During the past five years or so he
promoted active field operations in behalf
of archaeology in Arkansas, Illinois and
Missouri. The field operations were in
charge of Gregory Perino and much hither-
to unknown information has been gleaned
regarding Hopewellian, Woodland and
Mississippian cultures, Provision was
made for the publication of all this in book
form—the first of which nears completion.
Mr. Gilcrease evinced a keen personal in-
terest in all this.

Thomas Gilcrease had amassed a vast



quantity of archaeological material in his
private museum which is under the con-
trol of the Thomas Gilcrease Foundation.
Plans for the future for this are to be
evolved.

In 1942, the Thomas Gilcrease Foundation
was established “to maintain an art gal-
lery, museum and library devoted to the
permanent preservation for free public
use and enjoyment of the artistic, cultural
and historical records of the American
Indian.” A building was constructed of
native sandstone by Indian artisans on land
near the Gilcrease home and the museum
was opened by a formal dedication cere-
mony May 3, 1949.

In 1955, Mr. Gilcrease presented the col-
lection to the city of Tulsa and in 1958
he also deeded the building and thirteen
acres of land surrounding it to the city.
Since that date the fame of the Gilcrease
collections has grown rapidly and visitors
have come from all parts of the world to
enjoy them.

Early in the morning of May 6, 1962,
Thomas Gilcrease passed away from the
effects of a stroke suffered a few hours
earlier. Memorial services were held on
the lawn in front of his home overlooking
the skyline of Tulsa on May 9th. Rev. Guy
Tetrick of the Methodist Church officiated
at the services which were highlighted by
a eulogy written and delivered by David
Milsten. Indian burial rites followed—these
conducted by Chief Dode McIntosh of the
Creeks, Wolfe Robe Hunt and other Indian
friends. Burial will be in a mausoleum lo
be constructed nearby. Mr. Gilcrease was
married twice and is survived by two sons,
Thomas, Jr., and Barton, of San Antonio,
Texas, and a daughter, Des Cygne Gil-
crease Denney, of Palos Verdes Estates,
California.

Thomas Gilcrease gave to Oklahoma and
America a gift of immeasurable value. Mr.
Gilcrease appreciated the ideals of the
American tradition which had enabled him
to enjoy a rich and happy life that started
from such humble beginning; he appreci-
ated them so much that he left for poster-
ity a marvelous and vital presentation of
our heritage which will instill a greater
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understanding and respect for these ideals.
He was a member of most of the societies
in the Central States Group and found time
to attend various meetings occasionally. He
was humble above all else, kindly, astute,
discerning, observant, keenly appreciative,
human—respected by all who knew him.
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