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OKLAHOMA VETERANS. On August 6, 1945, the Enola Gay dropped an 
atom bomb on Hiroshima, Japan. It was the first use of such a weapon. 
Three days later, Nagasaki, Japan, was the target. On August 15, Japan 
surrendered to the Allied forces and World War II ended. Of the 20 mil-
lion killed in the war, 406,000 were Americans. Of those, 6,400 were 
Oklahomans.

Many Oklahomans had attained high rank during the war. Lehigh’s 
Major General Patrick J. Hurley, former Secretary of War under President 
Herbert Hoover, served as President Roosevelt’s special diplomatic envoy 
during World War II. The Osage tribe’s Major General Clarence L. Tin-
ker commanded the Air Corps in Hawaii and was killed leading the Air 
Force in the Battle of Midway. Lt. General Lucius K. Truscott led the Al-
lied forces at Anzio and commanded the Fifth Army during the invasion 
of France. Lt. General Ray S. McLain commanded the field artillery for 
the 45th Infantry Division in the invasion of Sicily and was commander 
of the 13th Division Field Artillery in Normandy. McLain was the only 
man in the U.S. Army to rise from civilian status to lieutenant general.

Lt. General Ira C. Eaker commanded the United States Mediterranean 
Air Force. The Navy’s Rear Admiral Joseph James Clark commanded 
the aircraft carrier U.S.S. Yorktown in the Pacific. Vice-Admiral Marc A. 
Mitscher commanded Task Force 58 in the Philippines and Japan.

Almost 500,000 Oklahomans served during the war. When the war 
ended, most of those men returned home to resume their civilian lives. 
Many took advantage of the benefits afforded them under the new “G.I. 
Bill” (legislation which gave benefits to veterans, including tuition to pay 
for college) and entered college. Numerous old army barracks and other 
buildings, no longer useful to the military, were purchased by colleges and 
universities and moved to their campuses. There they were converted to 
housing for the new students and their families.

Veterans returned home to a new Oklahoma. Farm mechanization had 
meant that fewer people were needed to work Oklahoma’s farms, but 
the defense plants around the state had needed a new labor force. Many 
former agricultural workers had moved to the cities and to the new com-
munities which had sprung up around the defense plants and military 
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installations.
More than 11,000 Oklahoma servicemen were wounded during the 

war. Some returned home with missing limbs or otherwise permanent 
impairments from their wounds. Other Oklahoma servicemen returned 
home to find family members similarly handicapped, as a result of polio, 
a crippling disease that had reached epidemic proportions in the state 
while they were gone.

THE POLIO EPIDEMIC. Poliomyelitis, usually referred to 
today as “polio,” was called “infantile paralysis” in the 1940s 
because of the huge numbers of children who contracted it 
and were permanently crippled by it. Young adults were also 
stricken by the disease, but the victims were usually children. 
Hospitals were overrun with patients at the height of the 
epidemic.

In 1943, Walter Cooper, a Maysville farmer, and his wife, 
Jackie, on the advice of their family physician, Dr. Ray Lind-
sey, drove their two-year-old daughter to Oklahoma City to 
be examined by doctors at Crippled Children’s Hospital. As 
advised, they rose before dawn and traveled in the early hours 
of the morning to avoid traveling in the heat of the August 
day. Heat was believed to be a factor in the disease, as most 
cases were reported in the summer.

When they arrived at the hospital, they were shocked to 
find hundreds of people loitering outside the facility. Some 
were inside or atop their automobiles. Others stood or sat 
on the hospital lawn. The crowd was quiet and serious. Some spoke as 
Cooper made his way to the hospital entrance, but voices remained low. 
Inside, Cooper was informed that the people waiting outside were the 
families of the patients who were being treated in the hospital for polio.

“Rooms were filled to double occupancy,” said Cooper. “And so many 
beds lined the halls that there was barely enough room for the doctors 
and nurses to walk between them.”

The Cooper girl was not allowed inside the hospital. Her case was mild, 
and the doctors feared that she might contract a worse form of the disease 
if further exposed to it. The doctors examined her outside in the family 
automobile, instructed the parents in giving physical therapy, and sent 
her home. Within a few years, there were no visible signs that the child 
had suffered from polio.
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Most patients weren’t so lucky. When veterans returned from the war, 
some found that their children, their younger brothers and sisters, or per-
haps even their wives had lost the use of an arm or a leg. Some patients 
had to live inside an“iron lung,” a large metal container that breathed for 
them.

Polio continued to be a 
dreaded disease until 1955 
when the vaccine perfected 
by Dr. Jonas Salk became 
available for public use and 
practically eliminated the 
disease.

AFTER THE WAR. The end 
of the war brought changes 
for civilians, too. College 
students found it difficult 
to keep up with the older 
veterans who were serious 
about getting an education 
in as short a period of time 

as possible. Unemployment rose again with the influx of returning vet-
erans into the job market. President Harry Truman warned the country 
that inflation and depression were dangers that would be faced if a proper 
balance wasn’t kept. Nevertheless, prices of goods remained high after the 
war, while wages dipped considerably.

Scarcity did not disappear after the war ended either. During the war, 
many goods were “rationed” — that is, every family was allowed to pur-
chase only specified amounts of certain products. They were issued ra-
tion stamps with which to buy those products. Sugar and coffee were 
two food products which were rationed. Other goods were limited for 
purchase, such as anything made with rubber. Tires were extremely hard 
to get. Because of the conversion of manufacturing plants from peacetime 
production to wartime production, no automobiles were produced in the 
United States during the war. When the war was over and manufacturing 
was again converted to peacetime production, the automobile companies 
could not produce cars fast enough to meet market demands. In many 
cases, customers offered “bonuses” to dealers to ensure a new automobile 
for themselves.
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Gasoline had also been rationed during the war, and speed limits were 
set at 35 miles per hour in an effort to conserve fuel and tires. These 
restrictions were lifted after the war, and people were anxious to travel. 
Motels began to appear along the highways. It was soon evident that 
some road building would have to be done to accommodate the new flow 
of traffic.

THE TURNER ADMINISTRATION. Roy J. Turner, a Sulphur rancher, was 
elected governor in 1946. The son of Lincoln County homesteaders, 
Turner had worked his way up in business from bookkeeper for Morris 
Meat Packing Company to owner of a 10,000-acre ranch near Sulphur. 
One of the organizers of the Oklahoma Cattlemen’s Association and 
three-time president of the American Hereford Association, 
Turner worked to improve the Hereford breed. The Turner 
Ranch became internationally famous for its Herefords, large-
ly because of the ranch’s ownership of “Hazford Rupert 81st,” 
the first bull to produce $1 million worth of offspring, and 
“TR Zato Heir,” the world’s first $2 million bull.

Turner used his ranch to promote youth interest in the 
livestock industry. An annual field day for 4-H and FFA 
members was held at the ranch. Livestock was made available 
for special purchase as show animals for young people. At one 
Fort Worth show, six of the nine winning steers were products 
of the Turner Ranch. 

By the time Turner took office, the post-war lag in the 
economy was beginning to subside, and circumstances were 
ripe for progress. Turner pushed expansion of the state’s 
recreational facilities, broader use of natural resources, and 
economy in government. He supported tax reductions, which 
lured new industry into the state, and he launched an extensive highway-
building program. The Turnpike Authority was created to handle the sale 
of bonds which paid for the building of a four-lane turnpike between 
Tulsa and Oklahoma City, now known as the Turner Turnpike. Building 
projects were begun at state hospitals and other state institutions to refur-
bish existing buildings and to construct new necessary facilities.

These and other building programs created new jobs, which put ad-
ditional money into circulation and healed the bruised economy. This 
created wealth among the people. Similar circumstances existed across the 
nation. By the end of the 1940s, wages had reached an all-time high. For 
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the first time in America’s history, the average worker was making $5,000 
a year.

Oklahoma politicians made news during Turner’s administration when 
two legislators engaged in gunplay on the Senate floor. On May 7, 1947, 
veteran Senator Tom Anglin, a sixty-four-year-old official from Hold-
enville, was shot in the left hip by another legislator, war veteran and 
freshman Representative Jimmie Scott, also from Holdenville. Although 
Anglin never fired his weapon, both men were holding guns when the 
skirmish ended. The shooting occurred just before 2:00 p.m., when the 
afternoon Senate session was scheduled to convene. Scott appeared on 
the floor calling Anglin aside for a “discussion.” The fight apparently was 
not political. Representative Scott, who had served for thirty months as a 
Marine sergeant in the South Pacific during the war, was evidently upset 
because Anglin’s Holdenville law firm had represented the ex-Mrs. Scott 
in a property settlement suit against him.

INTEGRATING HIGHER EDUCATION. Cracks began to appear in the wall 
of segregation which separated white students from African-American 
students in the state in the late 1940s. Ada Lois Sipuel, a Langston Uni-
versity honor graduate from Chickasha, was denied admission to the Uni-
versity of Oklahoma School of Law in 1946. Because of the segregation 
laws passed by Oklahoma’s first legislature, school officials were under 
penalty of fine and/or imprisonment if they admitted her to a “white” 
school. In 1948, the United States Supreme Court ruled that African-
American students must be provided the same education privileges as 
white students, so the state legislature established the “Langston Univer-
sity School of Law for Negroes” in the State Capitol Building. In 1992, 
Governor David Walters named Sipuel to the University of Oklahoma 
Board of Regents.

Subsequently, George W. McLaurin, former Langston University 
faculty member, was admitted to the University of Oklahoma Graduate 
School, but he was required to sit in separate areas and even to eat at a 
separate cafeteria table. In 1950, the United States Supreme Court ruled 
in McLaurin vs. Oklahoma Board of Regents that segregation within the 
university put McLaurin at a disadvantage and violated his 14th Amend-
ment rights. The decision initiated the complete desegregation of higher 
education in Oklahoma and was the first in a series of decisions which 
brought about desegregation of higher education across the nation.
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DORMITORY FIRE. While the flames of justice heaped destruction upon 
the walls of segregation, real flames destroyed a men’s dormitory and 
brought disaster to the University of Oklahoma campus. On December 
3, 1949, a five-wing, two-story wooden dormitory housing 349 male stu-

dents was leveled by fire. Three were killed and twenty-one injured. Mau-
rice Ahearn, twenty-six years old, of Killingsworth, Connecticut, could 
have escaped easily, but he stayed inside the building, running through 
the halls to wake the other students. Ahearn died within a few feet of an 
exit as a result of his heroic act. The building, only eight years old, was 
built by the Navy during the war to house Naval Officers. Within twenty 
minutes after the fire was first discovered, it had spread to all five wings of 
the $400,000 structure. Several students were injured by jumping from 
second-story windows after being cut off from fire escapes by the blaze. 
Many students escaped with only the nightclothes they were wearing, but 
some war-veteran students were clutching the GI subsistence checks they 
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had received just hours before the fire.

THE KOREAN CONFLICT. Civilian life was short-lived for many veter-
ans when, just five years after the end of World War II, another war was 
declared in Korea. Government officials claimed that it wasn’t really a war. 
It was “just a little police action” in which United Nations troops were 
trying to restore peace and stop the aggression of communist nations. To 
the soldiers who were living in foxholes and dodging bullets, it was a war. 
To the veterans of World War II who were recalled to active duty, it was a 
nightmare.

The 45th Infantry Division was mobilized and sent to Japan for train-
ing. In April, 1951, the division made its first peaceful landing on foreign 
shores when they arrived at Hokkaido, Japan. After six months of inten-
sive training, the Thunderbirds deployed for South Korea to be the first 
national guard division to encounter the invading forces. By New Year’s 
Day, they were engaged in battle. They endured 209 days of fierce fight-
ing without relief. They gained and held such strategic terrain as T-Bone 
Hill, Old Baldy, and Alligator Jaws Hill, at which American news cor-
respondents reported some of the most bloody and bitter fighting of the 
war.

The 45th Infantry gained so much territory that the Chinese commu-
nists marked them as a formidable enemy and began sending larger and 
larger units of force to overcome them. The Chinese Jen Hai, or “Human 
Sea,” assaults were hordes of advancing soldiers so numerous that the 
Thunderbirds reportedly “couldn’t see daylight between them.” The more 
Chinese they encountered, the harder the Oklahoma division fought. 

On one occasion, an officer of the 45th, who was a music teacher in 
the public schools in civilian life, listened carefully to the Chinese bugle 
signals during battle. At the next attack, when the Chinese infantry was 
crossing a field in the open, he played their “retreat” signal on a captured 
Chinese bugle. His rendition sounded so authentic that the Chinese 
buglers thought it was an order and repeated it. Mass confusion occurred 
among the advancing communist troops, giving the Thunderbirds, who 
were outnumbered eight-to-one, the advantage they needed to stop the 
attack and destroy the Chinese formation.

In April, 1954, the Thunderbirds came home. There were so many 
battle streamers on the division flag that it was difficult for one man to 
carry. Once again, they had proved that the 45th Infantry Division could 
get the job done. Battle-weary foot soldiers returned home to be music 



The Oklahoma 
Veterans Memorial is 
located at the State 
Capitol Complex.

Coming of Age   351

teachers or tailors or to resume whatever lives they had left behind at the 
beginning of that “little police action.” More than 74,000 Oklahomans 
served in the Korean War, and 1,200 of them gave their lives.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. When Oklahoma veterans of World War II returned to their native 
state, what major changes had taken place?

2. Tell about the polio epidemic of the 1940s.
3. What were the accomplishments of the Turner Administration?
4. What products were scarce nationally during World War II and how 

were the sales of these  products handled?
5. Identify:
 Ada Lois Sipuel Fisher
 Major General Patrick J. Hurley


