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Thinking Like a  
Historian, Being a  
History Detective

What exactly IS 
history?

To put it simply, history is the 
study of the past. Historians are 
people who learn and sometimes 
write about the past. Historians 
are a lot like detectives, they 
search for clues to answer 
questions. They must conduct lots 
of research meaning they must 
gather and examine evidence. 
Historians must use evidence, 
called sources, from many places 
in order to find out the exact 
who, what, where, when, why, 
and how of a certain event. 
There are several types of sources 
but historians break them into 
two categories; primary and 
secondary. 

What are primary 
sources? 

Primary sources are writings or 
artifacts from a particular time 
period or from someone who 
witnessed the event a historian is 
studying. If one is studying the 
Revolutionary War, the diary of 
Paul Revere would be considered 
a primary source because he 
wrote it and because it was 

written in that particular time 
period. There are several types of 
primary documents; let’s take a 
look at a few examples. 

Written Documents: 
Most research historians do is 

based on this type of evidence. 
One reason is that this type of 
evidence is easiest to verify, or 
check if it is true and accurate. 
Examples of written documents 
are things such as letters, diaries, 
and ledgers. 

Artifacts:
Artifacts are objects from the 

past. They can be anything! 
For example: eating utensils, 
pots and pans, weapons, or 
clothing. By examining how 
an object was made, what it 
was used for, where it was 
found, and who it belonged 
to, an artifact can tell us 
a lot about people who 
lived long ago. 

Images: 
Historians can also 

use pictures, paintings, 
and prints in their 
research. Images can be from 
newspapers, photos, books, 
tapestries, paintings, or other 
kinds of art made during a 
specific time period. They can 
often depict what life was like 
during a specific moment in 
time. Think back to a picture 
of you when you were a 
baby. What does that picture 
tell you about your family? 
Perhaps it tells you that your 
mom liked to dress you in 
funny clothes or that you 
really do not like peas!

Oral Histories:
Oral histories are 
interviews that a 

historian conducts 
with a person who 
experienced an 

event in the past. 
These interviews can be recorded 
audio, video, or even written 
down. Oral histories are different 
from media interviews, they 
usually happen years after an 
event that is now considered an 
important historical event.
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Thinking Like a Historian, 
Being a History Detective
What are 
secondary 
sources? 

Secondary sources are sources 
made after the event happened, 
usually many years after. 
Secondary sources are based on 
the interpretation of primary 
sources. 

History books and 
encyclopedias are excellent 
starting points in research as 
secondary sources. They can help 
historians understand a little 
about the time period they are 
researching, as well as provide 
primary sources to look into. 
Documentaries are also valuable 
secondary sources. They can 
provide a broad picture in a small 
amount of time and are usually 
very entertaining.

How do we know 
if the evidence is 
reliable?

Historians have to check their 
sources in order to make sure they 
are accurate or true. In order to 
prove accuracy, there are several 
steps and questions a historian 
must ask to prove the source is 
correct. 

The first thing a historian 
must do is to look at evidence 
objectively; that is, without 
judgment. The perspective of the 
historian may be different than 
what the evidence shows, but 
the historian needs to remain 
neutral in order to understand and 
interpret the people and events of 
the time period they are studying. 

The next step into making sure 
a source is a good one is to look 
closely. A historian must ask 
several questions in order to prove 
the authenticity of the source. If 
it is written, who wrote it? What 
is the author’s perspective? Why 
did they write it? When and 
where was it written? What was 
happening in that time that may 
have persuaded the author to 
write what they did? If the source 
is an artifact; similar questions 
must be asked. Who made it? 
What was it used for? Where and 
when was it made? What is the 
maker’s perspective? Is it similar 
to other items found from this 
time period? What may have 
been happening in the world that 

prompted him or her to make 
this? 

Historians also have to 
determine if the evidence is 
biased, meaning it only tells one 
side of the story. They also have 
to make sure that the evidence is 
based on facts not opinions. If it is 
considered an opinion, it is not a 
reliable source. 

Historians then have to look 
at other artifacts from the time 
and compare them. Are there 
other documents or artifacts that 
share a similar story? Are there 
other documents or artifacts 
that disagree? If there are many 
to look at, which ones are more 
reliable and why? 

Okay, I found a 
reliable source, 
now what?

After the historian has verified 
the reliability of the source, 
they must look at it closely to 
determine the significance of the 
object or document. This can be 
done in three stages: observation, 
reflection, questioning.

Observation:
The first step in interpreting a 

source is observation. Historians 
must read or look for facts 
about the material. They try and 
determine the who, what, when, 
where, why, and how of the 
source. 

Reflection:
Reflection involves looking 

for clues that the author of the 
source does not usually tell us. 
For example, when looking at 
a photograph, you might try to 
find out why the person took the 
picture. Or if reading a document, 
you may think about who the 
author wanted to read it.

Questioning:
Questioning helps the researcher 

ask more questions. What does 
this source not tell us? Where 
could we go to find out more 
about what we do not know? Start 
making a list of questions this 
source causes you to ask.
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The American Civil War 
In The Five Nations

The American Civil 
War was a tragic 
event in American 
history during which 
our nation became 
divided, North and 
South. No other 
single event has 
had as long lasting or 
far reaching an effect on 
American society and culture. 
About 2% of the total United 
States population perished in the 
four years of conflict. Today’s 
equivalent would be if 6 million 
Americans died in four years. 

This terrible conflict effected 
every part of our country, 
including Indian Territory, 
which today is Oklahoma. 
Living in Indian Territory were 
several American Indian tribes, 
including the Five Nations. The 
Five Nations were divided over 
which side of the conflict to 
support. For four terrible years, 
members of each nation fought 
against each other, burned each 
other’s homes, businesses and 
crops. Refugees lined the Kansas 
and Texas border, depending on 
whether they supported the Union 
(the North) or Confederacy (the 
South). 

Issues
The Union or the 
Confederacy?

The Five Nations faced a similar 
dilemma to many in the United 
States, stay with the Union or join 
the Confederacy? Some members 
of the Nations even argued for 
neutrality, for their citizens to 
support neither the Union nor the 
Confederacy. 

While staying with the Union 
meant honoring treaties signed 
by the Nations, there were many 
points in favor of joining the 
Confederacy: the Five Nations 
allowed slavery, Indian Territory 
was bordered on two sides by 
Confederate states, and the 
Nations had conflicts with and 
reasons to distrust the American 
government.

Many of those opposed to 
supporting the Confederacy 
wanted to remain neutral 
throughout the conflict. Leaders 
like Opothleyahola of the Creek 
Nation hoped that remaining 
neutral would prevent the 
Confederacy from attacking 
without violating treaties with 
the United States. As with those 
promoting neutrality in parts 
of the United States, acts of 
aggression from one faction or 
the other eventually forced these 
citizens to choose a side.

Slavery and the Five 
Nations

Slavery in the Americas after 
European contact was distinct 
from forms of slavery practiced 
in the world previously. Today it 
is known as chattel slavery. This 
means that the person held in 
bondage is treated as property, 
not a person. Chattel is personal 
property other 
than land, and 
is often used to 
refer to farm 
animals. The 
five tribes had 
several reasons 
for signing with 
the South. Some 
of which include; 
close ties with 
Arkansas and 
Texas, and the 

U.S. Army leaving all of the forts 
in Indian Territory, breaking 
several treaties.

The Battle of Honey 
Springs

The most important battle in 
Indian Territory during the Civil 
War was the Battle of Honey 
Springs. It took place on July 17, 
1863. When the Civil War first 
began, the Union army abandoned 
the forts in Indian Territory for 
more pressing needs in the east. 
When they left, Confederate-
allied troops took over control 
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Leading up to 
the Land Run

Advertisement. Library of Congress

After the reorganization of 
Indian Territory after the Civil 
War, there were about 1.9 million 
acres of land in the central part 
of Indian Territory the federal 
government had not yet given to 
any tribe or reservation but had 
been promised to different Indian 
Nations. Before the Civil War, this 
land was given to the Five Nations 
in exchange for their traditional 
homes in the southeastern United 
States. Following the Civil War, 
it was given to various nations 
as reservations. Then, as settlers 
demanded land, the government 
forced the nations to accept 
smaller parts and took more land 
from the Nations again.

As a part of the federal 
government’s new 
policy of assimilation 
towards American 
Indians, (becoming 
more like Americans 
and less American 
Indian), the U.S. 
Congress passed the 
Dawes-Severalty 
Act of 1887. Many 
in Congress felt that 
American Indians 
were not assimilating 
into white culture and 
society because of their 
tradition of collective 
ownership of land.

The Dawes Act 
ordered that land 
belonging to the Indian 
Nations be divided and 

given to individuals and fami-
lies based on need. Any land not 
given out was to be sold to the 
U.S. government, usually at lower 
value. This was a long process that 
resulted in bad relations between 
some of the Indian Nations and 
the federal government. 

The allotment process broke up 
the citizens of the nations, and 
damaged many of their traditions. 
It also paved the way for the U.S. 
government to later take more of 
their land away. Without collective 
land, the Nations lost money 
and power which weakened their 
ability to influence Congress. 
Also, now that land was privately 
owned, property taxes could be 
charged. 

of the territory. But in 1862, the 
North began to try and move the 
Confederates out. 

In July, the Union and 
Confederate forces met along  
Texas Road near Elk Creek, near 
present-day Checotah. The North 
was victorious at the Battle of 
Honey Springs. Because of their 
success, they succeeded in taking 
over the Honey Springs Depot, 
the largest depot of Confederate 
supplies in Indian Territory, 
forcing them to retreat south and 
essentially ending any hope the 
Southern army had of controlling 
Indian Territory.

A Soldier in the  
Civil War

Being a soldier in the Civil War 
was no easy task. First, he had to 
leave his home, his friends, and his 
family to join the military. Often, 
especially in Indian Territory, a 
decision also had to be made about 
which side to fight on. Once he 
entered the military, a soldier had 
to be trained to fight. He was given 
a uniform and usually a musket. 
He learned to do drill, meaning 
he learned the commands of his 

commanding officer and learned 
how to do the tasks he needed to 
do during battle. 

Soldiers spent a lot of time in 
camp. Though they were not 
fighting in camp, they still had to 
work to survive. When soldiers 
first came to camp, they often 
experienced lots of diseases, like 
smallpox and measles. They did 
not practice good sanitary habits, 
like going to the bathroom far 
away from camp, and often got 
sick. This made life hard. In 
addition, west of the Mississippi 
River, it could be much harder to 
find food and soldiers were often 
hungry.

If and when a soldier made it to 
his first battle, he might be very 
excited for his big chance to prove 
himself a hero. But soldiers quickly 
learned that war was not as much 
fun as they had hoped. When 
they saw their friends suffer and 
die, it often made them question 
why they wanted to be a soldier at 
all. However, most continued to 
survive, pushing forward to save 
themselves and their comrades 
constantly dreaming of the day 
they would get to return home.
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The Land Run of 1889

Photo of the Land Run in progress. The 1889 Land Run began promptly at noon on 
April 22, 1889. Barney Hillerman Collection (21412.M562.15, OHS Research Division).

On April 22, 1889, thousands 
of people raced into Oklahoma 
Territory to make a new start. The 
Unassigned Lands were considered 
some of the best unsettled lands in 
America. Both men and women, 
white and African-American, 
would participate in the run for 
land allotments of 160 acres. 

At noon, the runners were 
notified by gunshots, scarf 
waving, trumpets, or cannons, 
that it was time to go stake a 
claim. In order to get the best 
land, some stayed at the line 
until their husbands, brothers, or 
fathers had staked a claim and 
would come back to get them to 
start making the land theirs. 

Not everyone got a claim the 
first time around. Some, like Lew 
Carroll, did not find open land 
for his family until the second 

Land Run in 1893. In the end 
there were five land runs and two 
lotteries. Between the years of 
1889 and 1906, approximately 15 
million acres of land was claimed 
under the Homestead Act of 1862. 
A year later, President Theodore 
Roosevelt signed a proclamation 
naming Oklahoma the 46th state 
in the United States of America, 
on November 16, 1907.

 Boomers 
Following the Civil War it was 

the Boomers that urged congress 
and even broke the law to try 
and settle the Unassigned Lands 
of Indian Territory. In 1879, 
a man named David L. Payne 
began gathering followers in 
Wichita, Kansas to try to settle 
the Unassigned Lands by force. 
These people, known as Boomers, 

gathered together with supplies 
and wagons and entered Indian 
Territory with the intent to settle 
the land there. This was against 
federal law at the time, and U.S. 
Army troops stationed in forts 
throughout the territory arrested 
the Boomers and removed them.

Following Payne’s last invasion, 
he and other Boomers went 
to Washington, D.C. to push 
Congress for the settlement of the 
Unassigned Lands. Their efforts 
paid off, when Congress passed 
a law allowing for settlement in 
Indian Territory in 1889, and 
President Harrison issued his 
March 23 proclamation.

Sooners
Sooner is the name first 

applied about six months after 
the Land Run of 1889 to people 
who entered the Unassigned 
Lands before the chosen time. 
The Indian Appropriation Act 
of March 2, 1889 stated that 
no person should be allowed to 
enter upon and occupy the land 
before the time designated in the 
president’s opening proclamation 
and that anyone who broke the 
requirement would be denied a 
right to the land.

Sooners hid out and suddenly 
appeared to stake a claim after 
the run started, giving them 
clear advantage over law-abiding 
settlers who made the run from 
the borders. The outcry against 
Sooners resulted in numerous 
contests and appeals to the 
General Land Office, and in 
unclear title to some claims for 
many years. Congress gave the 

Department of the Interior the 
power to make the final decisions 
in the contests. The problems 
with Sooners increased with each 
land run. In the 1895 run, some 
officials estimated that Sooners 
filed on half of the available 
tracts. The Sooner problem led 
the government to use lotteries in 
1901 and 1906.

The early legal settlers of Okla-
homa Territory held a very low 
opinion of Sooners. That began 
to change by 1908 when the 
University of Oklahoma adopted 
the name for its football team. 
By the 1920s the term was no 
longer negative and Oklahomans 
adopted the nickname as a badge 
of pride and progressivism. Okla-
homa has since been known as the 
Sooner State.

In less than a day, 9,000 pieces 
of land were claimed. Guthrie 
and Oklahoma City now had 
populations around 10,000 each. 
The total number of runners is 
unknown, but the population of 
the Unassigned Lands is estimated 
at 50,000 following the run. The 
Land Offices in Guthrie and King-
fisher each had lines of claimants 
stretching out the door and down 
the block for weeks on end. Folks 
were so afraid of losing their spot 
and their claim that they even 
waited overnight. Some went 
so long without food and water 
that they collapsed and had to 
receive medical attention. Overall, 
though, it was a busy but peaceful 
time. The Land Runs are a unique 
piece of history. No other land 
was settled in such a fashion ever 
before, or ever since.
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Crossroads of Commerce

Buying and selling, or trade, 
has been a major part of human 
history. The early days of barter 
between groups of people are 
long gone. Today, trade takes 
place between a wide range 
of businesses, customers, and 
governments. This trade effects 
the economic development of the 
surrounding towns, cities, and 
people. 

To illustrate how it affected 
Oklahoma, a new exhibit at the 
Oklahoma History Center tells the 
story of economic development 
in Oklahoma through five time 
periods, from 1716 to the present 
day. In each section the exhibit 
sets the stage of history with the 
challenges and opportunities that 
ended one era and began another. 
Onto that stage will march the 
men and women who had ideas, 
decided to invest and developed a 
business plan that worked in that 
particular place and time. The rest 
of the story is adapting to conse-
quent changes, opening doors of 
opportunity for others, and giving 

back to the community through 
jobs, charity, and a better quality 
of life. The intent is to connect 
the dots between history and 
economic development in a way 
that celebrates creativity and hard 
work and inspires young people 
to take a chance. A few examples 
of commerce in Oklahoma are 
briefly explained below, includ-
ing B.C. Clark, TG+Y, Sonic, and 
Love’s Country Store.

B.C. Clark started his first 
store in Purcell, Indian Territory, 
in 1892. As the town began to 
grow, he added different types 
of merchandise from pianos to 
automobiles. In 1929 he moved 
to downtown Oklahoma City and 
refocused his store to concentrate 
on jewelry. He carved out a niche 
by selling stop watches to railroad 
employees with installment 
payments despite the economic 

down turn due to the Great 
Depression. His son and grandson 
later joined the business and 
the store moved to the Mayfair 
Shopping Center in 1957 to follow 
the customers into the suburbs. 
They then began to expand their 
radio and television advertisement 
with a catchy jingle. A third 
store was moved to Penn Square 
Mall in 1988. Today the fourth 
generation is leading the B.C. 
Clark Jewelry Store and the staff 
to do what they do best. 

In 1936 Rawdon Tomlinson 
of Fredrick, Enoch Gosselin of 
Cordell and Raymond Young of 
Kingfisher came together to start 
a new variety store called TG+Y. 
They were able to pull their 
resources to successfully use the 
Central Merchandise Corporation 
where they could buy directly 
from manufactures instead of 
wholesalers. By 1980 TG+Y had 
over 930 stores despite closing 
their doors in the 1980s; the spirt 
of TG+Y still flourishes with the 
likes of David Green, founder of 
Hobby Lobby, and Sam Walton, 
founder of Walmart. 

Sonic was started by a man 
named Tony Smith, in 1953, 
who opened a steakhouse café 
in Shawnee, Oklahoma, called 
Top Hat. While there, he noticed 
the drive-ins made more profit 
than the steakhouse. He decided 

to hire car hops, installed an 
intercom system so customers 
could order from their cars, and 
updated the café to better suit 
the new business leading to the 
slogan “Service With the Speed 
of Sound.” In 1959 he partnered 
with Charlie Pappe and franchised 
the concept, which means they 
were going to allow others to 
open Top Hat Diners for a fee. 
When he did that, he changed the 
name to Sonic. The stores across 
the country continue to grow and 
today there are over 3,000 stores 
from coast to coast. 

Tom and Judy Love opened 
a gasoline station in 1964 in 
Watonga, OK, where they hired 
a hard working country boy to 
pump the low priced gas. With 
the money they made from the 
gas station, they opened the first 
Love’s Country Store in Guymon. 
Through the next several years of 
ups and downs, Love’s Country 
Stores continued to adapt with the 
environment eventually opening 
a Love’s Travel Stop on the 
interstate system. Today Love’s 
Country Stores and Travel Stops 
have more than 300 locations 
across the U.S. 
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The stories above are a short sampling 
of the important and influential 
companies and organizations that 
helped and continue to help Oklahoma’s 
economic development. So next time 
you or your family purchase something, 
think about where it may have come 
from and try to make it a Made-in-
Oklahoma product!



STUDENTS:
Share your History Day Idea 

with us and both you AND your 
teacher will be entered to win a 

FREE iPad.
Please submit your ideas to

http://bit.ly/1SAHjyU
Idea submissions are due by 

April 30, 2016.


