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The region pro-
duced more wealth
from beneath the
ground than all the
gold rushes in Amer-
ica combined.

Tales abound of the
vast wealth of “the
Osage,” the name for
both an Indian tribe
and a region in north-
central Oklahoma
that. according to
tribal lore. began with
an_ Indian band's
search to find a place
no white man would
want.

Little did the Osage
know that their rocky,
plow-busting crust
was a thin covering of
limestone that held
vast deposits of oil not
far below the surface.

It would make the
Osage and the white
man very rich.

When allotment was
forced upon the
Osage. they had
enough savvy to nego-
tiate the only Indian
allotment agreement
ever penned that sepa-

rated surface and mui-
eral rights.

So, no matter what
swindle might occur
to a tribal member
above-ground, the
mineral rights be-
neath the ground be-
longed to the Osage as
a nation, and each
tribal member got a
substantial cut or
“headright.”

In addition. the en-
tire Osage reservation
of nearly.1.5 million
acres was allotted to
tribal members. leav-
ing no “surplus” land
for white settlets.
Each member of the
Osage tribal roll
ended up with about
one square mile.

In 1896. oil specula-
tor Edwin B. Foster
and his Indian Terri-
tory Illuminating Qil
Co. secured an oil and
gas lease covering the
entire Osage reserva-
tion.

Within 10 vears. the
reservation was pro-
ducing more than 5
million barrels of o1t a
year. During the next

0is

wou decades. it woud
produce more wealth
than all the gold
rushes in America.

An average Osage
family of husband,
wife and three chil-
dren had an income of
$40.450 ($331,557 in
1998 figures) per year.
By 1925, the same fam-
ily was receiving
more than $65,000
(8607,477 in 1998 dol-
lars) per year — an as-
tounding change for a
zoup that, just a few
lecades before, had nu
use  whatsoever for
wwney.

The bonanza came
as a result of lease
auctions implemented
in 1912, most held un-
der a giant elm tree
outside the Osage In-
dian Agency building
in Pawhuska. It was
aptly called “the
million-dollar elm.”

Those auctions. run
by “Colonel” E.E. Wal-
ters, brought in $300
million to the tribe in
the first half of the

20th century.

The boom also made
the Osages one of the
best educated groups
of Indians in the na-
tion. Some tribe mem-
bers, such as John Jo-
seph Mathews,
attended Oxford Uni-

Nuws

-

versity -and later
wrote award-winnigz
books. ~

Today, at Osage cul-
tural gatherings. the
ranks of dancers dre
filled with lawvers.
doctors and successful
business leaders.




