WILLIAM G. BRUNER, MEMBER OF THE HOUSE OF
KINGS, CREEK NATION
By Orpha B. Russel|*

William G. Bruner, former member of the House of Kings from Lutchapoga Town,
Creek Nation, and one of Oklahoma's old and unforgettable Indian characters died on
Easter Sunday, April 13, 1952. Born at the outbreak of the War between the States, he
grew up in the postwar period when factionalism, along the same lines of cleavage
engendered in that conflict between the northern and southern sympathizers, brought
strite and bloodshed to the Creek Nation. The northern division, mostly full bloods
who had sided with the Union, were opposed to changesin the old tribal customs and
laws, particularly to any movement toward the breakup of the tribal land tenure.
Conservative intribal matters, they devel oped bitter and open opposition to the
palitical dominance of the southern division that reached a climax in the well known
'Green Peach War" in 1881-2." Y oung Brunei, affectionately called "Billie Bruner," by
his tribesmen, did not have an active part in the political intrigues of thistime yet th_e
members of hisfamily were identified with the northern division under the leadership
ﬁfalt_spar_hei:ggtr5 who finally rose to power and was elected principal chief of the Creek

ionin :

The Bruners were members of Lutchapoga (misspelled "Loker Poker") Town, a
branch of old Tulsey Town, located where the City of Tulsais today.* The people of
this town were among the followers of the noted Creek |eader, Opothleyahola, who
remained loyal to the Union during the War between the States, and whose followers
fled to Kansasin a bitter winter storm after their defeat in battle by the

* This article had been adapted and edited for The Chronicles, from an extended manuscript by Orpha B. Russell
covering notes laken in interviews with the late William Bruner and with his daught_er, Billy Lee Tutile, and some of his old
friends; and olio, including a complete transcript of testimonies in Case File #2895 in the aid files of Judge Isaac C. Parker,
United States Court, now stored in the basement of the Federal Building st Fort Smith, Arkansas.—Ed. (M.H.W.)

IAngie Debo, The Road to Disappearance (Norman, 1941), pp. 249-84.

While Tulke Pucha (misspelled Tulka Butcha) was chief of Lutchapofia Town, Chief S. W. Brown's father, S. W. Brown, Sr.
(So-Pathlo), often visited the Bruners and attended their town dances which were held in a large struare ground at what it
now Fifteenth Street and Denver, in Tulsa. Brown recalls that there was spring of water there, and the dance ground was
called "Notcup-Tolofa" (Nucka-P'ute-Halo'fa). Lutchapoga Town covered al the territory shown on the accompanying map
in this article, several acre* lying north, south and east of the areas shown. The camping site for the square ground extended
north from Fifteenth Street and ' Denver to where the Frisco Railroad now lies, east as far as the Midland Valley R.R. tracks.
The old Town cemetery was removed from the blocks lying between Second and Fourth streets and Denver and Friaco
avenue* to alow extension of Tulsa's city-building program after World War 1.

Confederate forces in December, 1861. Billie's mother told him the story of how she
had made the tragic march through snow and ice to Kansas soon after his birth. His
father, G_eor%e Bruner, served in the Union Army, and many years later during the
troubles in the Creek Nation, he was murdered by one Casa-Te-Ho who died in the
1890's without ever being brought to trial under the law. BHIlie's mother, Annie
Brunei', was the daughter of Casa Hadjo, and was enrolled (No. 923) on the Creek
tribal rolls at Sapulpa, Indian Terrltorg, on October 9, 1899. She died January 31,
1912, at the age of sixty-five, and was buried in the Old Tiger Bone cemetery, twenty
miles southwest of Tulsa.

There is a difference of opinion among William Bruner's survivors us to his exact
age: Some he was 90 years old, others, "108 years." He himself told the writer
early in 1951 that he did not know how old he was. The final roll of the Creek Nation
(1902) fists him as William Bruner (No. 7530), full blood, age 40. Stones marking the
graves of members of the Bruner family indicate the age of 40 in 1902 is very
ﬁrobably correct. When Bruner was enrolled for allotment, a Muskogee, his 160 acre

omestead was selected west of Tulsa, on the Sand Springs road, a location that was
later the site of a railroad switch named for him on the Sand éprm s Railway. He
clung to eighty acres of his allotment until his death despite all efforts to persuade him
to sl the land. It is valued at $80,000 today.



In his active life as a man, William Bruner was a kind, honest and respected
rancher whose word was as good as gold. Once his family doctor told the story of
sending him a bill in the routine of office accounts for having performed an operation
for appendicitis on Bruner's daughter. At the time of her illness, Bruner anxious to
save her life had consented to the oReratlon and said that though he had no money then
to pa]y_the doctor for his services, he would pay. Sometime [ater, Bruner appeared at
the office and handed the well worn bill to the doctor who looked at it, remarking with
alaugh, "Why, thisis my bill. What | want is the money." Bruner who generaly spoke
in Creek thistime said, "I have money." He then proceeded to pull out aroll of money
and paid the doctor the full amount due him.

The writer was introduced to the venerable old Indian through the Euchee chief, S.
W. Brown, who had known Bruner most of his life. He said that "Billie" was a good
man but he had a "self-persecution complex." He reported that Bruner had run into
trouble with white men early in life. Billie had acquired most of what little "book
learning" he had while attending Wealaka Mission

3 Joseph B. Tlioburn and Muriel H. Wright. Oklahoma: A History of the Stale and Its People (New York. 1929, Val. I. pp.
325-29

when the Reverend Robert Loughridge, was superintendent.* To learn to speak and
write Eng?llsh was one of the primary objects in the early day Creek mission schools,
and any Indian youth who used his native language in"school received a whipping.
There was a. six-foot man named Porter at Wealaka Mission whose chief duty was to
administer the whipping for the infringement of this rule. One time Billy Bruner was u
for a whipping for speaking Creek in school. He resented the punishment, and wit
three other boys turned on Porter, gave him a severe beating and left school.

Chief Brown has carefully preserved an old ledger of daily accounts that lists
Bruner and members of his family as customers at the trading post operated by the
chief's father, S. W. Brown, Sr. (So-Path-La). This location was on_the south side of
the Arkansas River near Wealaka Mission, and the site, or one near, is shown on maps
of the Creek Nation of the 1880's as "Fairfield”. Weaaka Mission was a mile or so
north of the trading post, and a post office called We-a-la-ka was established at the
mission site on April 8, 1880. with W. T. Davis as Postmaster.

Medicine men were Billie Bruner's instructors after he left the mission school, and
many hills and prairies in the old Creek Nation were his school grounds. He recalled
the old days of instruction in the area surrounding the four mounds that marked the big
caves built by Opothleyahola's men when they set out for the north in 1861.* Bruner
enjoyed recalling one excursion in particular because he had killed four deer near the
mounds  while "his instructor, the Medicine Man, had killed nothing. "While
reminiscing, Bruner stated that he had lived all of hislife in Tulsa and Creek counties
except for six years in prison. It was hard for the writer to believe that the quiet, un-
assuming Bruner had cut "five notches® on the handle of his pistol. Some people have
credited him with eight killings, al justified under the laws of the Creek Nation when
he took a stand with the appointed

* Rev. Robert Loughridgse was Superintendent of Wealaka Mission from 1881 lo 1894. Established by order of the
Creek National Council in 1881, a handsome threestocrjy brick building was completed here and the school opened in
Janyary. 1882. Billy Bruner must have been among the older boys in attendance.—Ed. i )

It was probably through a lapse in memory that one informant stated that Brown's trading poet was called "Fairland.”
Another informant who knew this location stated that the name was "Fairfield," as shown on maps of the Creek Nation in the
1880's. No post office by either the name "Fairland” or "Fairfield" was established in the Creek Nation, according to records
of the Post Office Department in Washington, D. C. Sometimes the name of a location would be given another name when
established as a post office to save duplication of names already on file in the Department, The post office We-a-la-ka was
established about the lime the Creek Council provided for the school there, and before the building was comﬁleted. (For
reference to the g(ost office, see George H. Shirk, First Post Offices within the Boundaries o/ Oklahoma, The. Chronicles of
Oklahoma, Vol. XXVI, Nu. 2 (Summer, 1948), p. 234.R—Ed ) o .

6 Orpha B. Russell, "Ekvn-hvnwuce, Site of Oklahoma's First Civil War Battle." The Chronicle] of Oklahoma, VoL
XXIX, No. 4 (Winter. 1951-2), pp. 401-02, fn. 2.

_ tribal officerson the aide of law and order duringthetroubled
times of the late 1880's. But when Billie killed awhite man, "Uncle Sam" entered the
ease.

The years immediately after the "Green Peach War" saw the conservative full-
blood Creeks beginning their last stand for their ancient nation and the ownership of



their lands. Railroad building in the Indian Territory brought an influx of white people
to the new towns along the railroads. Congress passed a law in 1887 providing for
allotment of Indian reservation lands in severally, and it was only a question of time
that such alaw would provide for the allotment of Creek lands to individual owners and
the breakup of the tribal government. In 1889, United States Courts were established in
the Indian Territory with jurisdiction in all offenses against the Federal Government
except cases involving capital punishment. The same year saw the run opening of the
Oklahoma Country to white settlement. These changes on the Last Frontier were ac-
companied by great pressure in the background) brought to bear on the character and
integrity of any Indian who resisted to preserve his old tribal rights. Some influential
inter-married white men in the Creek Nation who took advantage of their wealth and
prestige ruthlessly and secretly marked for death anyone who was in their way. Many
white traders were notorioudly irregular in business. The whiskey traffic flourished
against the Federal prohibition laws'in the Indian Terrlt%ra/. These chaotic conditions
were similar to those in the life of the Creek people that had brought war between them
and the United States seventy-five years before back in Alabama and Georgia, resulting
in the enforced removal of the Indians over the "Trail of Tears' to the West.

Early in 1889, Billie Bruner was arrested on a liquor charge by United States
Deputy Marshal W. A. Moody but he was allowed to go free for a time, or until his
case was called and reviewed in the court, for he was well known as a full blood of his
word. Strangely enough, Bruner even helped Deputy Moody in some of his work as an
officer of the law. A few weeks later, Moody and four othér deputies sought the arrest
of Jeff Berryhill, a young Creek, for larceny. Without warning or making themselves
known, they made an attack on the Berryhill home where Billie Bruner happened to be
visiting. In the gun fight that followed, Moody was killed. Bruner was arrested for
murder and tried before the United States District Court at Port Smith, Arkansas, and
Judge Isaac C. Parker sentenced him for ten years imprisonment on a manslaughter
charge in the killing of Moody. During his long’years as Judge of the

7 All cases involving capital punishment arising in the Cherokee, Creek and part of the Choctaw nations were tried as
heretofore by Judge Isaac C. Parker, in the United States District Court at Fort Smith.—Oklahoma: A History of the State and
Its People, op. cit.. Vol. Il, pp. 717-19; Harry P. Daily, "Judge Isaac C Parker," Chronicles of Oklahoma, Vol. XI, No. 1
(March 1933), pp. 673-90.

United States Court at Fort Smith. Isaac C. Parker was known for meting out justice
with dispatch and heavy sentences in the many criminal eases tried before him. The
testimonies of "WilHara Bnmer's case are in Judge Parker's Case File #2895 in the old
files of the United States Court now stored in the basement of the Federal Building at
Fort Smith, Arkansas.

On March 15, 1889, United States Deguty Marshals 13. Cox, B. Heady, B. Burgess
and Grant (or "Grat") Datou went before United States CommisSioner James
Brizzolara at Fort Smith, and sought a warrant for the arrest of William Brunei' and
"one Berry" for the felonious, willful, premeditated and "malice aforethought” murder
of "W. A. Mopéja/,_ awhite man and not an Indian."” (it may be noted here that Oral
E)glgtzo;l later died in an attempted raid on the Coffeyville. Kansas, banks in October,

On March 20. 1889, William Bruner and William Berryhill aEPeared before Judge
Isaac C. Parker with their attorneys, "W. S. Wolfenberger, M. M. ElImmoson, and heard
the testimonies of Grant Dalton., J. B. Heady and Willtam Burgess. Grant Dalton being
duly sworn deposed and said:
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and Willi Burgess.
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" The writer wishes lo make grateful acknowledgment to Chief Deputy E. A. Riddle and Clerk
Truss Russell. United States District Court in Fort Smith, Arkansas for granting permission to
examine and transcribe the original document’s on William Bruner's tria, in Judge Isaac C.
Parker” s Case File #2895 in the old Files of the United States District Court, stored in the basement
of the Federal Building at Fort Smith.
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The other deputiestold practically the same stories, but W|II|am Burgess testimony may
have been what caused Judge ParKer to sentence Bruner to imprisonment instead of to the
gallows. William Burgessduly sworn said:
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On March 26, 1889 Bruner asked the court to subpoena witnesses,
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On April 9, 1889, Bruner again asked for witnesses:

"Comes defendant Bruner and staies that Gen Owen, L. C. Perryman, George
Perryman are material witnesses for him this cause, and cannot safely go to trial without
the above named witnesses. That said witnesses live in and around Tulsa, that said
witnesses will prove William Bruner had given himself up to Mr. Moody some four to
five weeks before he was killed. That Bruner aided the marshal in finding out where
some parties lived in that country,” On August 15, 1889 Bruner and William Berryhill
filed an amended applrcatlon for witnesses; on August 22, 1889 it wasfiled:
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Thereis nothing in the case file to indicate that any of these withesses were allowed

to testify, but there are subpoenas showing that they were served, and on October 1,

1889 Brfuner was sentenced on a mansl aughter char%e to serve ten years in the Ohio

State Penitentiary at Columbus, Ohio, and fined $1,00
When Bruner recalled the incident for the writer he did not deny killing Moody. He



said that the manner in which the posse rushed the house, without warning of any kind
caused all occupants of the Berryhill home to believe they were cattle rustlers that had
been giving the ranchers of that area trouble. The fact that Judge Parker gave Bruner
such a comparatively light sentence indicates that he thought that Bruner was not
altogether to blame.

Inquiries seeki ngBBruner's prison record have received no replies from the Ohio State
Penitentiary but Bruner himself said that he served there six years. It has been reported
upon good authority that Bruner became a trusty soon aftef entering the penitentiary
and that some years later the attention of the Governor of Ohio was called to his case.
The Governor ‘on an inspection tour one time met the full blood Indian prisoner, was
impressed with his character and became convinced upon reviewing his case that the
shooting of Moody had been accidental. Shortly afterward, the Governor, William
McKinley was elected President of the United States, and one of his first acts as the
chief executive was to pardon William Bruner of the Creek Nation.

_After_his return home from prison, Bruner was elected "Town King," the highest
tribal office other than Principal Chief and Assistant Chief of the Nation. A Town
King represented his tribal town in the House of Kings, his office being similar to that
of aUnited States senator, for the House of Kings was the upper house in the National
Council or legidlative body of the Greek Nation.

Asthe years passed, Bruner’s career became alegend in the old Creek country, his
appearance adding a picturesgque note for he wore a "ten gallon" hat and one set of gold
ringsin his ears that had been pierced for three. And he lived with zest to the last. Two
years ago,

two of his grandchildren asked the TuIsaCc_)untfy Judg]e to declare him incompetent
and appoint a guardian over him to protect him from the designs of a woman who
wanted to marry him. Some had credited him with eight wives but that was a part of
the legend. The g'\L}lardlan was appointed but he fought the guardianship with the spirit
of hisyouth. On May 17, 1950, the District Judge after an all day hearing vacated the
County Court order and declared William Bruner competent. Though now free to
marry, he decided against it.

~The ﬁ_eneral consensus of opinion among his old friends was that Billie carried a
chip on his shoulder through lite and drank too much. One can understand this after
tracing the history of his peogle and weighing all the facts. Bruner survived a period
that might well be labeled "the survival of the fittest” because he never hesitated to
meet a Situation with courage. Life gave Bruner no breaks from the time of his birth at
the beginning of the tragic march north during the cold winter of 1861 until his death on* Easter
Sunday in 1952. Bruner fought all the way, and he will long be remembered by Tulsans and
residents along the Sand Springs road.

In February, 1952, the venerable old-time Town King, William Bruner, waged his last contest with
man: He drew his final will duly witnessed, after a difference of opinions concerning the leasing
and disposal of his eighty acres of land. To date { July, 1952), the courts have refused to recognize
thiswill because it was not witnessed by a County Judge, and as Bruner foresaw, the three persons
who were devoted to him during his last years and whom he trusted have been forced to appeal to a
higher court in an effort to have his last will recognized.

"William Bruner, old-time Town King, rests in the Tiger Bone
Cemetery near other members of his family including Annie Bruner, his
mother; his daughters, Esther Bruner Reno and Stella M. Goodwin; his
sons, Lewis and Emanuel Bruner; his sister, Jemima Rodgers and her
daughter, Lucy Rodgers; Flora Bruner and several other unmarked graves.
He asked to be buried there among his people and near the Old Coyote
Trail where he had hunted when a youth, twenty miles southwest of Tulsa.



