A Brief History of Don Webster
Don Webster was born in 1928. His father was Reo Webster, and his mother was Ruth (Van Valkenburgh)
Webster.
Reo Webster's father (Estridge), uncle (Leroy), aunt (Salena), and grandfather (E.F.), participated in the
Cherokee Strip land run of 1893. They ended up settling 3 miles south and 2 west of the current town of Deer
Creek. Estridge didn't file a claim in the land run, but moved down later to join his family.
When they arrived in Oklahoma, the Websters and their
neighbors began having church services in the Webster
home, because it had two 16-foot rooms. They called the
church the "Methodist Sunday School" because, although
people attended from five denominations, more were
Methodists. About a year later they built a sod church
known as the Webster Chapel, one of the first Methodist
churches in the Cherokee Strip. A few years later they
replaced it with a wooden church, and in 1921 they
moved the building and attached it to the Methodist
Church in Deer Creek.
E.F. and his son Estridge Webster farmed near Deer
Creek for many years. Estridge Webster had four
children, Edna, Ralph, Rachel, and Reo. Reo, Don's
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father, moved to Deer Creek and worked at the Deer
Creek Mercantile. He married Ruth Van Valkenburgh, one of "the 14" children of Alvin Van Valkenburgh of
Deer Creek. Ruth and Reo had two children, Don and Jeanette. Reo's health was not great, and he died at the
age of 47. Don's sister Jeanette married Darrell Reese and lives near Nardin, Oklahoma. They have five children
and dozens of grand- and great-grand-children.
Alvin Van Valkenburgh participated in the 1893 land run, moving to his claim near Pond Creek. In 1901 he
moved with his family to Deer Creek, giving up farming for the insurance business. He had a Hartford
Insurance agency in Deer Creek.
Merble Bachman, Merlene Webster's father, sold insurance for him for a while. Alvin also milked cows and
delivered milk in Deer Creek. The cattle were in Deer Creek, a couple of blocks from their house. Paul Van
Valkenburgh, who founded Vanco Engineering
in Tulsa, used to deliver milk to Ruth Webster
in exchange for piano lessons. (Ruth, Don's
mother, was also Paul's older sister by 12
years.) Alvin used to go around and light the
gas street lamps in Deer Creek before they had
electricity.

The Van Valkenburghs in front of the Deer Creek Methodist Church.
Don Webster is front and center, Meredith is two to Don's left.

Alvin Van Valkenburgh had 14 children born
between 1899 and 1927. The youngest was
Meredith Van Valkenburgh, a year older than
Don Webster. They were close friends, spent
most days together until graduating from high
school, and spoke frequently ever since.
Meredith died last August.

Alvin Van Valkenburgh believed strongly in education, and saw to it that
all 14 children went to college. They ended up scattered all over the
country with widely varied interests, from Norman building pipelines in
California to Alpha singing opera in New York. Meredith went to Oregon
to practice law with his brother-in-law Donald Heisler. Others went into
music, engineering, preaching, real estate, law, aviation, and construction.
Don Webster grew up in Deer Creek, a thriving metropolis of about 300
people (at the time). He played trumpet and was quarterback on the football
team. Larry Burdick, who grew up in Mooreland, first saw Don Webster in
a high school football game. Years later, Dr. Burdick would be
superintendant of schools in Pryor while Don was band director, high
school principal, and assistant superintendant.
Don Webster and Merlene Bachman, who lived outside Deer Creek, began
dating in high school shortly after she graduated from her one-room school
to Deer Creek High School.
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World War II was over shortly before Don finished
high school. He went to Oklahoma A&M University,
now Oklahoma State, on a track scholarship. He ran
distance, mainly the mile. His best time in the mile was
4:28. Don graduated with a degree in music education
about 1949 and married Merlene Bachman in January
1950.
They moved to Chelsea when Don was hired as band
director. While band director in Chelsea, Don
completed his masters degree in music at Oklahoma
University (1955). The family lived in Norman during
the summers while Don attended OU. In lieu of a
thesis, he was allowed to write a march for band. The
march was required to be in sonata form.
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Jerry and Barbara were born while Don and Merlene were in Chelsea.
During his time in Chelsea, Don was pressed into service as a football coach.
One of his players was Jerry Haynes who, 20 years later, would be football
coach and assistant high school principal in Pryor.
The Webster family moved to Tahlequah in 1955 where Don was band
director, and where Bob and Mike were born.
In 1959 Don and Merlene moved to 93 Bryan, Pryor, where they have lived
ever since. Before he left Tahlequah for Pryor, the band kids got together
and bought Don a nice vibrating recliner as a parting gift. Patricia, the
youngest, was born in Pryor in 1960. Don was Pryor band director until
1970, high school principal until 1973, and finally assistant superintendant
until he retired in 1987.
Shortly after arriving in Pryor, Don was asked to direct the Methodist
Church choir temporarily until they found a permanent director. It took 15 or
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20 years. All five children sang in the church choir under
his direction, though not at the same time and not always
on the correct note.
One of Don's band students, Roy Jackson, ended up
studying music at the University of Arkansas. He became
Pryor High School Band Director in 1982 and kept at it
for 33 years until his retirement in 2015. In 2005, Don
conducted Roy's Pryor High School Band in a concert
performance of the march he wrote in 1955.
Don engaged in several sidelines and hobbies during his
teaching career, for fun and to help raise 5 children on a
teacher's salary. He tied and sold fly fishing flies, crappy
jigs, and bass jigs, both to support his fishing habit and to
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make some money. He tuned lots of pianos. The family
raised Brittany Spaniels and English Bulldogs. Don and
Jack Walker made crowns for high school coronations. Don also sold World Book Encyclopedias, although this
may have been mainly to get a discount set for his kids. All the children poured over the encyclopedias for
hours on end.
In the 1970s, Don began creating sculptures out of wood, then bronze, alabaster, and other media. His artwork
is currently on display in galleries around the country, in the Oklahoma State Capitol, and in public and private
collections in the United States, Canada, and Europe. He has been a guest artist in the National Academy of
Western Art exhibition at the Cowboy Hall of Fame in Oklahoma City.
Don took up tennis in his 40's, playing casually and occasionally in
tournaments. He played Sam Walton in a couple of the Pryor tennis
tournaments (and got beat). In his 60's, Don began running again
after a 40-year break from college track. He is the only person to
run every Pryor Fever 5K from 2008 to 2016. He was still running
and playing tennis at age 88, until his terminal illness of the past
months.
Don and Merlene made an annual trip to Hilton Head every Spring
for more than 25 years. They would spend 2-3 weeks, and family
and friends would frequently go out to join them for a few days at a
time. Don took tennis lessons from the same pro, Job de Boer,
almost every year. Don and Merlene also made many trips out west,
to Colorado, New Mexico, and Wyoming.
Last summer and fall, Don's health started slowing down, with no
specific problems or symptoms. Bladder cancer was diagnosed in
the fall, and radiation treatment completed in February. He died
April 20, 2017. Merlene will be staying at their long-time home on
Bryan Street.
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