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My Life  
by John C. Patterson (1918-2011) 

As told to, and transcribed by, his daughter, Faye Ellen Coleman in 2001 

Photo editing & omission of living people for web publication, by his son, Clay Patterson in 2011 

* Photos w/o captions are of John C. Patterson 

 

Part I:  The Early Years é thru College é  1918 - 1941 

 
ñI was born September 9, 1918, in a small home at 106 W. 10th St., in Okmulgee, 

Oklahoma.  This home was a half block east of the Catholic Church.  It burned down 

in the late 1970ôs.  Okmulgee was a boom town due to the discovery of oil and natu-

ral gas.  It was also the capital of the Creek Indian Nation.  Population rose to ap-

proximately 32,000.  Housing was scarce.  The town 

had three major refineries and five glass factories, 

Phillips, City Services, Barnsdall, Coca Cola bottling 

plant, Ball Brothers Fruit Jars, and plate glass plants.  

We had a good baseball park and an eight team league. 

 

ñOur family moved to the 1000 block on East 12th Street to a larger 

house at the edge of town to have milk cows and a garden space.  Itôs the 

first house I remember.  It was called a óclapboard houseô.  The walls were 1òx12ò boards.  You could 

see through the cracks between the boards & water came through from a hand pump located on a small 

enclosed  area on the back porch.  There was a ótwo holerô on the alley.  Montgomery Ward catalogs 

were at a premiumé.they were soft paper.  Sears pages were slick!.  We had a wood stove.  Saturday 

night baths were in a #3 wash tub in the kitchen.  Natural gas lights were mounted on the walls in each 

room.  Dad put cardboard on the walls to cover the cracks and to keep the snow from blowing in. 

 

ñMother and Dad (Fanny Kenady Patterson & Ottis William Patterson) were 

hard working people as most were in those days.  There was no welfare or 

government handouts.  We had the two jersey milk cows and a big garden.  

We ate well even in the depression years as Dad was an outstanding baseball 

player.  My brother, Russell, was three years old when I was born. 

 

ñI remember Mother heating water in a pot in the back yard and washing our 

overalls and coveralls by hand, using a washboard.  

Occasionally the families would get together and 

make lye soap for laundry use. 

 

ñWe had a Model T Ford that had two seats, open 

sides, and four doors.  We had to put on side cur-

tains during inclement weather.  We made a trip to 

visit the grandparents in Loogootee, Indiana, when 

I was fiver years old.  Most of the roads were gravel.  There were no mo-

tels.  We would pull off to the side of the road and camp for the night.  

While we were there, Dad helped Uncle Cletus, who was a sales manager 

for the Buick agency in Indianapolis, deliver Buicks.  At night they had to 

light the carbide head lamps.  We had a big dog with us that would lay 

between the front fender and the hood.  Somewhere in Arkansas it saw a  

 

Ottis Patterson in 1921 

Fanny with Russell & John 1919 
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rabbit and started chasing it.  We spent half 

a day looking for that dog.  Never saw it 

again. 

 

ñWe went with Grandpa Patterson to get 

some ice at the ice company.  They cut ice 

during the winter and stored it in sawdust 

to preserve it.  On the way, the forward 

band on the transmission started slipping.  

Dad backed up a mountain and coasted 

down the other side to get closer to a town.  

He walked in to get a new band and re-

paired the car.  The Model T had three ped-

als; a clutch, reverse, and brake.  The gas 

and spark levers were on the steering col-

umn near the steering wheel.  We had to 

crank it by hand to start it. 

 

ñLater, we moved into a much nicer home across the street on 12th  

street.  We still had gas lights but much better construction.  It is still occupied in 2001. 

 

ñI started school at Webster Elementary school.  We walked to 

and from school.  In the 3rd grade, I had to change to Emerson 

Elementary school and attended there through the 6th grade.  

Grades 7-12 were combined at the high school. 

ñIôm not sure of the year, but I think it was about the time I fin-

ished elementary school, when the folks bought a house at 910 

East 12th street, where we had running water and an electric light 

in each room, and a garage for the Model T.  We lived there until 

Russell went into the Navy Air Force and I left for Junior college 

in Claremore, Oklahoma. 

 

ñThe St. Louis-San Francisco Railroad ran north and south from 

Tulsa to the station on 6th (Main) street and on south between 

the 900 and 1000 blocks of 12th street.  One of our pastimes was 

to sit on the embankment they had cut through to reduce the 

grade.  Engineers and conductors would always wave.   The 

grade was steep enough 

that if the train stopped at 

the station it was difficult for the steam engines to get started.  

We would hitch rides for a few blocks to the Coca Cola Bottle 

factory where Dad worked.  Dad was a machine operator but 

had to stand before an opening in the furnace containing melted 

glass, spin a putty rod in the glass, and put just the right amount 

of glass into individual molds as they rotated by.  Compressed 

air would blow bottles into shape.  Dad would come home with 

his overalls covered with salt and perspiration. 

Visit to Loogootee 1922.   

Back: Ottis, John & Mary Agnes.   

Front:  John & Russell. 

Russell, Ottis & John 
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ñOur weekends during the summer were usually spent at a ball park.  

The name of the towns we went to illustrate the fact that several In-

dian tribes had been relocated to Oklahoma territory, i.e., Weleetka, 

Wetumbka, Okemah, Okmulgee, Shawnee, etc.  Dad was an out-

standing baseball player and, when there were tournaments, teams 

would hire him to come and play for them. 

 

ñOkmulgeeôs Main street was surfaced with brick.  It is still there but 

in now covered with asphalt.  Saturday night everybody went 

óuptownô and would stand an visit with friends.  When heavyweight 

fights were held, we would stand on the street at the newspaper office.  

The paper would get the information on a óticker tapeô and, using a 

megaphone, announce the results to us round by round. 

 

ñThere were separate schools for 

the blacks, the Indians, and the 

rest of us.  Blacks ere not allowed uptown after sundown.  Radios 

became available.  Saturday nights we had to leave town early 

enough to listen to the Grand Ole Opry. 

 

ñMain streets were paved.   A streetcar line extended on 13th 

street,  one block from our house, down to Muskogee avenue, up 

to Main Street, and out to the north edge of town.  Fare was 5 

cents.  A good hamburger was 5 cents, a whopper 10 cents.  Of 

course, $1 a day was an average dayôs pay. 

 

ñChristmas time was special.  James Hubbard and I, ages 5-8, 

would pull a little red wagon around to Aunt Ednaôs, Aunt Doro-

thyôs and our house to exchange gifts that were mostly made at 

home.  Jamesô father died soon after his birth.  Edna remarried and 

had two other children, Frank and Jerry, by her second husband, 

Elmer Frank Atchley.  He 

became an alcoholic and 

they were divorced.  James and I were very close.  Edna lived 

on 13th street one block from us.  Dorothy and Uncle Dick 

lived on Chickasha street two blocks east and Aunt Nora 

Stroud lived four blocks to the east.  (These ladies were all 

Motherôs sisters) 

 

ñMother was a good seamstress.  Dorothy painted and made 

lace (tatting).  Nora made stuffed toys and later established a 

successful business in California making toys.  Edna made a 

variety of craft objects. 

 

ñLater, Uncle Dick and Dorothy moved into a nice home on 

20th street.  She took care of Grandpa Kenady during his final 

years.  I donôt remember much about him. 

Russell, Ottis & John, about 1930 

James Hubbard, Grandpa Henry Clay 

Kenady & John 
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We played a game called óBriggs Ballô in elementary school, similar to soc-

cer.  When street lights were installed several of us would meet and play a 

game we called óshinneyô.  We used sticks and a tin can for a puck, about like 

hockey.  I think the name came from the fact we were hit on the shins fairly 

often. 

 

ñAs we grew up we were trained to use a rifle and shotgun.  We hunted for 

food and not for sport.  We ate many rabbits during the depression.  They 

were known as óHoover Hogsô.  During the winter we would skin them and 

hang them up to freeze. 

 

ñThe Coca Cola Bottle Plant closed.  Dad went to work for Ball Brothers 

Fruit Jar Factory as an operator.  The machines were fully automated and only 

needed occasional attention or repair.  I worked one summer in the  ware-

house after my junior year in high school.  The 

boxes of one dozen fruit jars were stocked in 

huge stacks, about 40-50 feet high.  We would 

form a human chain down the stacks and out the 

door into the railroad boxcars, then toss the boxes 

from man to man and stack them in the box cars for shipment.  Later they 

invented conveyers. 

 

ñI became active in the Boy Scouts of America, obtained the rank of Ea-

gle with a Bronze Palm at an early age.  I thoroughly enjoyed it.   

 

ñAs we grew up we made some of our toys.  Pistols and rifles were cut 

from boards, rubber bands were cut from bicycle and car inner tubes, and 

we used clothespins for triggers.  We would take a roller skate apart, put 

two wheels on the front of a piece of 2x4 and two on the back, add a han-

dle and have a scooter.  I did have a tricycle when very small and a little 

red wagon.  Aunt Ocie gave me a pedal car when I had my tonsils re-

moved.  I had a bicycle when I was about 14. 

 

ñWe walked to and from Okmulgee 

High School for grades 7-12, a little over a mile.  My second year the 

city put in sidewalks to the 800 block on East 12th and I started skat-

ing to school.  I hunted and fished and played a lot of baseball.  When 

I was about 16, Dad bought a Chevrolet sedané..it was closed in.  He 

gave me the Model T.  By this time it didnôt have a top.  I had more 

fun with it than any car since.  When I sank it in a lake, we pulled it 

out and dried it off and drove it home, changed the oil, and it was 

okay.  We would cruise the country roads at night shooting rabbits.  

When it rained we would fasten a tarp to the windshield and take off.  

I drove it to a lot of ball games in nearby towns.  We were too busy to 

bother with girls until I met Dora after my freshman year at Okla-

homa Military Academy.  Dad sold the Model T to a minister of a ru-

ral church.  Ten years later he had restored it and was till driving it. 

John, Eagle Scout 

Russell & John 
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ñThe Okmulgee oil fields óplayed outô.  The population dropped to 

about 16,000 people and changed very little after that through the 

years.  The bottle plant closed.  The City Service refinery closed.  The 

Ball Brothers Jar Factory closed for several months each year.  Dad 

changed jobs to Barnsdall Refinery.  Phillips Refinery closed  but con-

tinued making road oil for several years.  Two plate glass factories 

closed.  The Depression was extremely hard on everyone. 

 

ñIn the mid 30ôs, Barnsdall Refinery was dismantled and rebuilt in 

Corpus Christi, Texas.  Dad transferred with them.  The refinery was 

located on the ship channel  Dad was in charge of pumping oil to vari-

ous storage tanks and to ships at the company docks and loading gaso-

line trucks.  Mother stayed in Okmulgee until I finished high school 

and Russell completed two years at Okmulgee Jr. College.  He went to 

work for Phillips Refinery and later became a pilot in the Navy Air 

Force.  My senior year I hitchhiked to Corpus Christi to spend Christ-

mas with Dad. 

 

ñOklahoma is now a pretty state, but the dust bowl days and depression 

were different.  Many times the dust would blow in from the west, usu-

ally red dust from the Bristow area.  The air would be so full of dust you couldnôt see the street lights on 

the corner.  We would place wet cloths over our faces so we could breathe.  I never had a real desire to 

go back except to visit family.ò 

 

Oklahoma Military Academy  1936  -  1939 

 
ñDuring my senior year in high school I decided I wanted to attend O.M.A. which had a horse cavalry 

R.O.T.C.  I knew two boys that had gone to school there for some time.  We couldnôt afford college ex-

penses.  OMA, except for the athletic program, was a school for the rich.  Four years of high school and 

two years of college.  I talked to the President of the School, Colonel P. Downs, and he gave me a job 

waiting on tables in the mess hall. 

 

ñI had a roommate from Okmulgee who was on the football team with a 

complete scholarship.  This appealed to me so I went out for Spring foot-

ball practice.  I had to watch the other players to see how they put the 

equipment on.  I did fairly well and made the team the following year.  

We were untied and undefeated for two years.  I didnôt play a great deal. 

 

ñI did well in the military department.  At that time you could take Mili-

tary III and IV the same year to qualify for a commission in the U.S. 

Army.  I enrolled for a third year but during the summer they changed the 

ruling so I finished with an excess of credits and no Military IV. 

 

I did get enough experience in football and baseball to be offered a tryout 

at the University of Wyoming.  One day out a football practice, a light 

heavyweight on the school boxing team asked me to spar with him.  I got 

in a lucky punch and knocked him out.  They had to take him to the 
Cadet Patterson 1936 
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Hospital to bring him to.  I went on to football practice after I saw he was 

going to be okay. 

 

ñThat summer we went to National Guard Armory Camp in Texas for two 

weeks.  We had some outstanding boxers, one a national champion.  They 

didnôt have a heavyweight so they conned me into enteringéé..said all 

the heavyweights were big and slow and I wouldnôt have any trouble with 

them.  I weighed about 170 pounds.  The first night I was matched with 

about a 225 pound Indian.  I did fairly well for two rounds.  He broke his 

hand on my head so I advanced to the next match.  I was matched up 

against a man about 240 pounds so tall he didnôt sit down in the ring, just 

leaned on the corner post.  He was a National AAU champion.  I managed 

to survive the firs two rounds.  My roommate was a state light heavy-

weight champion.  He said he asked me if I was okay and supposedly I 

said I was.  They helped me up for the third round.  The boxer hit me with 

an overhand right, broke my nose, blacked my eye and split a tooth with 

one punch.  When I came to I was clear across the post in a PX having a soft drink.  I didnôt know how 

I got there.  That way my entire boxing career. 

 

ñDuring the summer of 1939 we were required to attend six weeks training with the horse cavalry at Ft. 

Bliss, Texas.  Ft. Bliss is now surrounded by El Paso.  Then it was a long street car ride from down-

town El Paso to the post.  It cost 5 cents to ride from the post to the Mexican border at Juarez, Mexico.  

I thoroughly enjoyed maneuvers through the sand dunes on horseback.  I was a Private in the rear 

ranks.  I made a wise crack to the regular Army sergeant in charge of training.  When we went to the 

mounted pistol range he assigned me a horse named Johné...about 17 hands high.  We were required 

to ride through the course with targets to the right, left, front and rear and fire at the targets with a  45 

caliber pistol.  As I approached the first target on the right front I leaned to the right to fire.  That horse 

went crazy and I flipped over his head and landed in the sand.  The horse went back to the picket line.  

I walked back, cleaned my pistol and tried again.  I landed in the sand within 6 inches of where I 

landed the first time.  The horse returned to the picket line.  I wasnôt stubborn, but I cleaned my pistol 

again and this time I took the horse through the course.  However, I scattered 45 caliber slugs all over 

the area and had people taking for cover.  The horse had its ears burned previously and just went crazy.  

My sergeant gave me another horse and I qualified óExpertô.  He taught me a lesson I never forgot. 

Cadet Patterson 1937 
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ñAfter my first year at OMA, I became acquainted with Douglas Lebow.  

He was in charge of the lifeguards for the swimming pool at Douglas Park.  

I was certified as a lifeguard in the Scots and filled in when he needed 

someone to work.  He arranged a meeting for me with his younger sister, 

Dora, at the skating rink in the park.  My life suddenly changed.  We would 

go skating, swimming was free.  Iôd walk to their house on South Florida 

Avenue, at least a mile.  We would walk back to our place.  Dad loved her.  

Then I would walk her home.  I was only home during the summer and for 

Christmas holidays.  But there was never any doubt.  We spent as much 

time together as we could and planned on getting married when I fished 

school and got a job. 

 

ñDouglas bought a Ford Coupe (single 

seat, two people) that had a rumble seat 

that opened up in the back.  We double 

dated a lot.  Douglas was dating Claire 

Clancy, whose family was from Rhode 

Island.  They planned to marry.  He be-

came a pilot in the Navy Air Force and 

was lost in combat near the Russell islands 

in the South Pacific.  His body was never 

recovered.  Claire and her family moved back to Rhode Island. 

 

ñDora was a member of the high school band, playing the saxophone, 

and played the violin in the junior college orchestra while still in high 

school.  She worked at Kressôs during the summer and weekends.  They 

paid 10 cents per hour. 

 

ñOne summer I started helping them move stock from the old store basement 

to the storeroom on the second floor of a new building across the street.  We 

worked 12 hours a day.  At the end of the week I only received $1.00 per 

day.  I talked to the manager and he said it was the maximum they paid, but I 

was managerial material and he wanted me to stay on.  I went swimming. 

 

     

             University of Wyoming é  1939ð1941 
 

ñIn July 1939, Newt Lykens and I hitchhiked to Laramie, Wyoming, for try-

outs with the University of Wyoming football team.  Newt was an out-

standing guard.  The two-a-day practices in the mile high altitude were 

rough.  Newt injured a knee and was dropped.  I was given a scholarship to 

cover room, board, books, and tuition fees, etc.  The J.C. Penney manager 

adopted me and provided $30 a month during the football and baseball sea-

sons and part-time work off-seasons.  We received $2 spending money on 

each road trip.  My junior ye3ar I was able to complete Military IV in the Infantry Department.  We did-

nôt have a winning football team.  We played much larger schools with better teams:  University of Colo-

rado, University of Utah, University of Denver, etc.  The coaches wanted me to take a summer job with 

the Wyoming Highway Dept. but I had to go home for the summer. 

Cadet Lt. Patterson 1938 

Dora in the High School Band 
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ñThe first winter I decided to try skiing.  I borrowed a set of skis and headed for 

óSnowy Rangeô.  It was just open country.  I went about 6 feet and lost a ski.  It slid 

down hrough the trees.  By the time I recovered it and climbed back up the mountain I 

ended my skiing career.  I also tried ice skating one time.  It was the only sport I found 

where you could fall forward and hit on the back of your head. 

 

ñIt was a new experience when the athletic teams traveled.  It was the first time I had 

been on a train.  The football team traveled on a sleeper car to Utah University in Sal 

Lake City, Brigham Young University (BYU) in Provo, Utah; St. Louis, and Kansas, 

and by bus to Colorado University at Boulder, Colorado.  Colorado A&M and Denver 

University had the most beautiful campuses I ever saw.  We stayed in the best hotel in 

town, an old western hotel with a large lobby with a balcony around it.  The rooms had 

a bag on the wall with a knotted rope in it to use in the event of a fire.  We played 

BYU in a snowstorm so dense you couldnôt see the stands from the playerô bench.  The 

only way we knew there were people there was that an occasional snowball would 

come down at the bench.  They used a grader to clear the snow off the field at half 

time.  It was actually a fun game.  The same year our final baseball game in Laramie 

was called because of snow on about the 1st of June. 

 

ñI received a service call.  It was deferred in my senior year to allow completion of a degree.  I had to 

switch from Business Administration to Liberal Arts to do so.  I graduated the Spring of 1941 and re-

turned to Oklahoma. 

 

Corpus Christi, Texas é 1941 

 
I notified the Army I was available.  (John was already enlisted with a com-

mission as a 2nd Lieutenant but remained unassigned at this point)  I de-

cided to go to Corpus Christi and work for the Barnsdall Refinery until 

called.  Dora and I decided to get married secretly.  I went to Oklahoma 

City and bought a marriage license, then 

returned to Okmulgee.  A friend of Doraôs 

had a car.  She lived in Sapulpa.  She took 

us to Sapulpa to have her minister marry us 

about 8:00 p.m., but he couldnôt as the li-

cense was from another county and re-

quired the marriage be held in Oklahoma 

County.  We took off toward Oklahoma 

City.  Around 2:00 a.m., July 23, 1941.we woke up a minister in Arca-

dia, Oklahoma.  He was very congenial.  His wife acted as a witness 

and had a cup of coffee with us.  We drove until dawn to get back to 

Okmulgee.  Dora tried to slip upstairs but her mother was awake.  I 

had to catch a bus for Corpus Christi at 9:30 a.m.  Just as I was board-

ing the bus, Dora and her mother, Julia Lebow, approached.  Julia 

wanted to announce the marriage.  I told them to go ahead and I left 

for Corpus.  My mother-in-law was one of the finest a person could 

ever hope for.  Mother had a fit when Dora told her.  Dad was in Ok-

mulgee for a vacation.  He thought it was funny and approved. 


