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Citizens of the twin territories (Oklahoma Territory and 
Indian Territory) were progressive people. They built their farms and cit-
ies with great devotion, and they were politically active. The first territo-
rial settler to be nominated for a national office was Benjamin Franklin 
Lafayette, a merchant from Fort Gibson. In 1900, the Indian Territory 
delegation to the Democratic National Convention in Kansas City nomi-
nated Lafayette for Vice-President. He lost, but his nomination signified 
the seriousness with which territorial citizens viewed their position in the 
nation. They intended to be an important element in the make-up of the 
country and felt that statehood was necessary to that end.

stAtehooD ConVention. On December 16, 1891, the first 
statehood convention was held in Oklahoma City. Those in attendance 
demanded that the two territories be combined into one state. Sidney 
Clarke was appointed head of an executive committee charged with pre-
paring an enabling act.

The first bill for statehood for the twin territories was introduced in the 
House of Representatives on January 25, 1892. Thereafter, for fourteen 
years, every session of Congress considered one or more such bills. Some 
proposed combining the two territories into one state. Some proposed en-
tering Oklahoma Territory as a single state, with provisions to add Indian 
Territory to that state at a later time. Some proposed two separate states.

e.P. McCABe AnD the BLACK stAte. One of the groups favor-
ing separate statehood was the African-American contingent under the 
leadership of E.P. McCabe, founder of Langston and former Kansas state 
auditor. McCabe came to Oklahoma Territory in 1889, when the Re-
publican Party of Kansas refused to allow him to run for a second term. 
Although he was later appointed territorial auditor of Oklahoma Terri-
tory, McCabe continued to believe that the only way for African-Amer-
icans to achieve political power was to become a voting majority — that 
is, to have the largest voting-aged group in a given area. In this case, the 
area was Oklahoma Territory, and McCabe made a concentrated effort to 
establish the group.

McCabe used his newspaper, the Langston City Herald, to promote 
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African-American immigration into Oklahoma Territory. He wrote ar-
ticles encouraging African-American people to seek political, social, 
and economic freedom in the territory, and he distributed his newspa-
pers throughout the Southern states. A great many African Americans 
responded to McCabe’s call, but not enough. McCabe hoped to make 
Oklahoma Territory an African-American state. At the time of statehood, 
African Americans constituted the largest of the minority groups; they 
made up only about eight percent of the total popu-
lation.

the inDiAn stAte. While E.P. McCabe and 
others were working to make Oklahoma Territory a 
separate African-American state, some Indian leaders 
were hoping to make Indian Territory a separate In-
dian state. Until June 10, 1896, most Indian leaders 
opposed statehood of any kind for Indian Territory. 
On that date, however, when Congress passed the bill 
instructing the Dawes Commission to begin enroll-
ment for allotment without consent of the tribes, 
Indian leaders realized that eventual statehood was 
inevitable. If so, they preferred an Indian state rather 
than joint statehood with Oklahoma Territory.

Indian lobbyists remained in Washington and con-
tinued their attempts to prevent statehood for Indian 
Territory. They were successful for a few years, but 
they were aware that their success would end some-
time. In 1902, the first of a series of meetings was held in Eufaula for the 
purpose of starting a statehood movement for Indian Territory. An execu-
tive committee was formed. It met in Eufaula again the following year, 
but without making any definite plans. In that year, William H. Murray, 
who was married to a Chickasaw, became associated with the movement 
as the official representative of the Chickasaw Nation.

the seQUoYAh ConVention. With the urging of James Nor-
man, a Cherokee lobbyist, and Charles N. Haskell, an attorney and a 
builder of railroads and telephone plants, a convention was held at Musk-
ogee on August 21, 1905. Creek Chief Pleasant Porter was elected presi-
dent of the convention, and five vice-presidents were elected, one from 
each of the Five Civilized Tribes. William H. Murray was named for the 
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Chickasaws, Chief John F. Brown for the Seminoles, Green McCurtain 
for the Choctaws, Charles N. Haskell for the Creeks, and Chief W.C. 
Rogers for the Cherokees.

The convention selected a committee to write a constitution, and the 
committee completed its business in time to order an election for ratify-
ing the constitution on November 7. Sequoyah was the name selected for 
the proposed new state. Fort Gibson was to be its capital. The people of 
Indian Territory ratified the constitution by 56,000 of 65,000 votes, and 
the constitution was taken to Congress for approval.

the hAMiLton BiLL. Meanwhile, groups from Oklahoma Terri-
tory had been lobbying heavily for single statehood. In 1905 alone, seven 
bills were introduced which would have established Oklahoma Territory 
and Indian Territory as a single state. When representatives of the Se-
quoyah convention presented their constitution to Congress, another bill 
was already under construction — one which would join the twin territo-
ries in statehood. The Sequoyah constitution received little serious atten-
tion. The Hamilton Bill, otherwise known as the Oklahoma Enabling 
Act, passed on June 16, 1906, providing for the creation of a single state 
combining the territories.

The failure of Congress to approve the Sequoyah constitution marked 
the end of Indian Territory and of Indian separateness. The series 
of events which had begun with the Indian Removal Act had finally 
achieved the aims of many of the early white leaders. The Indian Nations 
no longer existed. They were later re-established with a different status. 
Indians were going to be made a part of American society.

During the Indian removals in the 1830s and 1840s, many tribesmen 
remained in the American Southeast, giving up their tribal citizenship 
and becoming American citizens. The events from 1889 to 1906 con-
cluded the same process for the tribesmen whose parents and grandpar-
ents had made the decision to move to Indian Territory or who had been 
forcibly removed as a result of war. The allotment of Indian lands, the 
opening of three million acres of tribal lands to non-Indian settlement, 
and the elimination of tribal governments had left only statehood and 
citizenship to be completed in the assimilation process. The Hamilton 
Bill provided the way for those accomplishments.

AfriCAn AMeriCAn iMMiGrAtion. The Indians who moved 
to Indian Territory in the early part of the nineteenth century did so to 
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escape oppression by whites. They did so with hopes of finding a land in 
which they could live freely under laws which they would make. Another 
group traveled to the twin territories in the late nineteenth century with 
similar hopes.

Mrs. Mary Brown Williamson, a black woman 
from Kingfisher, recalled in the 1930s that her 
family and several other black families had emi-
grated from Tennessee in 1892. In her statement, 
recorded in the Indian-Pioneer Papers in the In-
dian Archives at the Oklahoma Historical Society, 
Mrs. Williamson said:

We did not have to leave Memphis, Tennessee, 
but it was our desire. There was so much mob-
bing going on we wanted to get where it was a 
free country, so we would not be afraid for our 
lives…

The St. Louis Globe Democrat reported from 
Newport, Arkansas, on March 30, 1890:

A group of Negros, of all ages and sexes, passed 
through this town today, bound for Oklahoma. 
They all come from Crittendon County and are 
in destitute condition. They do not blame the 
people of the county they came from but say they hope to better their 
condition in Oklahoma, the “land of the Negro.”

The New York Times, on October 5, 1891, reported a different econom-
ic status among African Americans who had immigrated to Oklahoma. 
The writer of that article, while apparently trying to be diplomatic, un-
intentionally displayed a common prejudicial attitude which was wide-
spread among whites at that time.

It must be said that those [African Americans] who have gone to the 
territory from the south are above the average in intelligence, and they 
possess more wealth in the aggregate [combined] than do the whites who 
go up on claims. The one bad feature already observable is the intermin-
gling of races, the poor classes of whites who have long lived in the Indian 
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Territory associated with and living among the blacks on a perfect equal-
ity. The educated blacks discourage this as much as possible.

The hopes of many African Americans were boosted by articles such as 
that printed on April 11, 1901, in the Oklahoma Guide in Guthrie. The 
article was about the Colored Immigration Bureau and that organization’s 
view of Oklahoma Territory.

The oral, financial and political conditions of the colored people in the 
territory is very good, the financial condition of the Oklahoma Negro is 
better than or equal to any state in the union taken as a whole, because 
nearly all own their own land.

The colored farmers are doing excellently, they have made good crops 
almost every year since ’94, and have a good market for all their produce, 
cattle, hogs, etc….

…If the colored people of the United States wish to better their moral, 
political, social, or the natural conditions, and to live where they can be 
free to enjoy the rights as American citizens, and have no bosses, and rear 
their children as American citizens and not subjects and tools of others, 
they ought to prepare and move to Oklahoma Territory, all church de-
nominations known to our people are established in Oklahoma…”

African-Americans came to Oklahoma Territory and fought for the 
freedom they had been guaranteed at the close of the Civil War. For a 
time it appeared that they might win the fight. Several blacks were elected 
to political office. Green I. Currin was the first. Elected to the Territorial 
Legislature from Kingfisher County in 1890, he sat in the first Territorial 
Legislative Assembly. He introduced the first Civil Rights Bill to be of-
ficially considered in the political history of Oklahoma. House Bill 119 
was defeated by one vote.

African-Americans formed organizations with which to fight collective-
ly for their rights. The Equal Rights Association, the Suffrage League, the 
Negro Press Association, the Afro-American League, the Negro Protective 
League, and the State Anti-Lynch Law Bureau were all in existence before 
the Oklahoma Enabling Act was passed in 1906.

the enABLinG ACt. Before the Enabling Act was passed, the 
Equal Rights Association of Kingfisher County petitioned Congress to 
take steps through that Act to ensure equality of citizens.
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…It is with the most profound sorrow, regret, and disgust that we, the 
colored people of Kingfisher, are forced by our self-respecting consciences 
to charge any considerable number of Americans with disregard for hu-
man rights — the blackest crime of which man is capable.

But such being the case, we, on this occasion, proclaim it to the world, 
and ask that these things cease. The wrongs perpetrated against us, all are 
familiar with and need not be mentioned here 
in detail. We deem it proper at this time that we 
petition the United States Congress now in ses-
sion that Oklahoma be not admitted as a State of 
this union without some very stringent [strict] 
provisions against class legislation…We pledge 
ourselves to resist to the bitter end the efforts of 
our deadly enemies in attempting to mould a sen-
timent against us after the southern method.

Our deadly foes are now busy educating their 
children to hate us and to believe that we are low, 
degraded, and vicious because our skins are dark. 
Nor do they make any exception of those of us 
whom they have made about as white as them-
selves, their eyes many times blue and their hair 
straight…

When passed, the Enabling Act declared:
1. That qualified voters should accept or reject the 

Act in a general election on November 6, 1906.
2. That election commissioners would be named 

by the President of the United States.
3. That if the voters accepted the Act, a constitu-

tional convention should be held and attended by 112 delegates — 55 from 
each of the two territories and two from the Osage Nation, which was to 
become a separate county in the state.

4. That the sale of liquor should be prohibited in Indian Territory and the 
Osage Nation for a period of at least 21 years.

5. That Guthrie should be the capital of the new state until at least 1913.
6. That $5 million would be appropriated [designated] by the federal gov-

ernment for the support of schools to compensate for the lack of school lands 
in Indian Territory.
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7. That court cases would be transferable from the territorial courts to the 
new state courts.

8. That the laws of Oklahoma Territory would be in effect over the entire 
state until changed by the new state legislature.

9. That the new state would be represented by five congressmen in the 
House of Representatives, and that those five people were to be elected at the 
time of the ratification of the state constitution.

10. That the new state would be subject to certain constitutional limita-
tions:

a. Provisions would be made for religious tolerance, but no polygamous 
marriages would be allowed.

b. The state would surrender title to unappropriated public lands and 
would never tax any property owned by the United States.

c. The state would never place a higher percentage tax on property owned 
by nonresidents than was placed on property owned by residents.

d. The debts of Oklahoma Territory would be assumed by the new state.
e. A free, nonsectarian [nonreligious] public school system would be estab-

lished.
f. The right of suffrage [voting] would not be restricted because of race, 
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color, or previous condition of servitude.
11. That the new constitution would be republican in form and would not 

conflict in any way with the Constitution of the United States of America or 
with the Declaration of Independence.

With references to the right to vote and the Constitution of the United 
States, but with no specific references to the restriction of racial legisla-
tion, the Oklahoma Enabling Act was passed by the voters on November 
6, 1906.

Also on November 6, districts had been established and candidates set 
for election to the Constitutional Convention. Those delegates were elect-
ed in the same general election in which the Enabling Act was accepted. 
Of the 112 delegates elected, one was Independent, 12 were Republicans, 
and 99 were Democrats. None was black.

the ConstitUtionAL ConVention. The Constitutional 
Convention convened at Guthrie on November 20, 1906, and elected 
posts were filled. William H. Murray was elected president of the con-
vention because of his superior knowledge of constitutional law. In his 
inaugural address, he made the following statements concerning African-
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Americans:
We should adopt a provision prohibiting the mixed marriages of Ne-

gros with other races in this State, and provide for separate schools and 
give the Legislature power to separate them in waiting rooms and on pas-
senger coaches, and all other institutions in the State. We have no desire 
to do the Negro an injustice. We shall protect him in his real rights…
We must provide the means for the advancement of the Negro’s race, and 
accept him as God gave him to us and use him for the good of society. 
As a rule they are failures as lawyers, doctors and in other professions. He 
must be taught in the line of his own sphere, as porters, bootblacks and 

barbers and many lines 
of agriculture, horti-
culture and mechanics 
in which he is an adept 
[skilled person], but 
it is an entirely false 
notion that the Negros 
can rise to the equal 
of a white man in the 
professions or become 
an equal citizen to 
grapple with public 
questions…I appreciate 
the old-time ex-slave, 
the old darky — and 
they are the salt of 

their race — who comes to me talking softly in that humble spirit which 
should characterize their action and dealings with white men, and when 
they thus come, they can get any favor from me. I doubt the propriety 
[rightness] of teaching him in the public schools to run for office or to 
train him for professions, but his training should be equal so far as the 
appropriations of funds are concerned to that of any other race, but he 
should be taught agriculture, mechanics and industries that would make 
of him a being serviceable to society. At the same time let us provide in 
the Constitution that he shall have equal rights before the Courts of the 
country, that he shall have whatever is due him, but teach him that he 
must lean upon himself, rise by his own exertions, hew (carve) out his 
own destiny as an integral (important) but separate element of the society 
of the State of Oklahoma.

Statehood for 
Oklahoma brought 

prohibition. A 
photographer 

immortalized the 
dumping of thousands 

of barrels of illegal 
liquor after the 

constitution became the 
law of the land.
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stAte ConstitUtion. Despite the political battle waged by 
groups of blacks against segregation laws, the new Constitution contained 
provisions for separating the races in the public schools. Article XII, Sec-
tion 3 of the Constitution stated:

Separate schools for white and colored children with like accommo-
dation shall be provided by the Legislature and impartially maintained. 
The term “colored children,” as used in this section, shall be construed to 
mean children of African descent. The term “white children” shall include 
all other children.

The definition of “white children” in this provision was especially 
important, since so many members of the Constitutional Convention as 
well as so many citizens of the new state were Indians.

On September 17, 1907, the voters of Oklahoma approved the new 
State Constitution by a vote of 180,333 to 73, 059. In addition to the 
provision for separate schools, the Constitution provided:

1. The basic elements contained in most state constitutions:
a.  A bill of rights
b.  Legislative, executive, and judicial branches of government
c.  A two-house (bicameral) legislature
d. Four-year terms for the governor and other executive officers
2. Grants of authority to the government to enter into business on its own 

account
3. A Corporation Commission
4. All major state posts and judicial offices made elective
5. Initiative and Referendum
6. A compulsory system of primary elections
7. A Department of Labor
8. A board of Agriculture
9. A Department of Charities and Corrections
10. Prohibition of Liquor (voted on separately)
11. Boundaries and county seats for 75 of the 77 counties 

State officials were also elected on September 17, 1907. If the Presi-
dent of the United States approved the Constitution, making Oklahoma 
a state, the elected officials were automatically approved and would take 
office on the date proclaimed by the President as Statehood Day.
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orISM. Although President Roosevelt had previously asked that “Jim 
Crow” laws not be included in the Constitution, he approved the docu-
ment and proclaimed Oklahoma to be a state on November 16, 1907. 
“Jim Crow” laws are ones which segregate or discriminate against African 
Americans.

In 1896, the Supreme Court of the United States had decided the case 
of Plessy vs. Ferguson, in which an African-American man had contested 
a Louisiana statute making it a crime for African-American passengers to 
ride in railway cars reserved for white passengers. Plessy, himself seven-
eighths white, had been arrested for violating the statute. The Supreme 
Court declared the law constitutional as long as the facilities provided 
were “separate but equal.” Because of this Supreme Court decision, Presi-
dent Roosevelt reportedly declared that the Constitution of the State of 
Oklahoma met legal requirements and that, therefore, he had to sign it.

A PROGRESSIVE ConstitUtion. Regardless of the Jim Crow-
ism of the new Constitution, the document was considered quite pro-
gressive in 1907. It provided for an eight-hour workday for government 
employees and miners, and it allowed women to vote in school elections. 
(Total woman suffrage had been considered, but it was defeated at the 
last minute.) Initiative and Referendum were authorized by the Consti-
tution and were considered revolutionary ideas at that time. Through this 
provision, eight percent of Oklahoma’s voters could initiate legislation by 
petition, 15 percent could initiate a constitutional amendment, and five 
percent could obtain a referendum (a vote of the citizens) on any act of 
the legislature.

stAtehooD. On November 16, 1907, thousands of citizens gath-
ered in Guthrie to await news of statehood. In Washington, D.C., at 
10:16 a.m., President Theodore Roosevelt reluctantly signed the state-
hood proclamation and declared, “Oklahoma is a state.” The Oklahoma 
delegation which was present for the signing immediately telegraphed 
the news to Guthrie. The people shouted in celebration of the news, and 
Governor Charles Nathaniel Haskell and other elected state officials were 
sworn into office while standing on a wooden platform in front of the 
Guthrie library.

To symbolize the union of the twin territories, a woman representing 
Indian Territory and a man representing Oklahoma Territory were “mar-
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ried” in a mock wedding.
Oklahoma Territory’s saloon owners mourned prohibition, and railroad 

executives in both territories regretted the formation of the Corporation 
Commission. African-Americans despised the Jim Crowism of the new 
Constitution and determined to continue to fight for equality. Indians 
who had opposed statehood were apprehensive about their new status. 
Republicans were disappointed by the heavy Democratic victory in the 
state elections, and President Roosevelt was saddened by his failure to 
force the preparation of, in his opinion, a more suitable constitution for 
Oklahoma.

William H. “Alfalfa Bill” Murray, the delegates to the Constitutional 
Convention, and tens of thousands of citizens were joyful, however, and 
looked hopefully forward to prosperity, self-government, and other ben-
efits promised by their new status as full citizens of the United States. 
Rather than being Territorial citizens and, in their opinions, political or-
phans, they were now citizens of Oklahoma, the 46th state in the Union.

DisCUssion QUestions

1. Trace the movement toward statehood, including efforts for state-
hood for each of the territories as separate states, efforts for a state for 
blacks, efforts for a state for Indians, and efforts for both of the territories 
as a single state.

2. What were the various ideas put forth for statehood – from 1892 to 
1907?

3. Identify E.P. McCabe.
4. Describe the Sequoyah Convention as to:
• where it was held;
• when it was held;
• who was elected president of the convention;
• how the vice-president was elected (name the candidates and their 

tribes)
5. Define Jim Crowism.
6. Why was the Oklahoma Constitution considered “progressive”?
7. When did Oklahoma become a state?
8. Who was President of the United States at that time?
9. Who was the first governor of Oklahoma?


