


Will Rogers’ Wit and Wisdom 
     By Bobbye Maggard 
Sources: Wikipedia and The Hill 

“You know horses are smarter than people. You never 
heard of a horse going broke betting on people.” 

For those of you who are old enough to remember when 
political satire evoked laughter instead of lawsuits, here’s 
an opportunity to revisit a few remarks of  “Oklahoma’s 
Favorite Son,” Will Rogers.  And for those of you too young to remember him, 
here’s your invitation to peek into the life and times of  “America’s Favorite 
Humorist.”   Rogers’ witty political observations are just as fresh and appropriate 
today as they were in the early 20th century.  

Born on November 4, 1879 on the Dog Iron 
Ranch in Indian Territory, Rogers was the 
youngest of eight children of Clement Vann 
Rogers, and his wife, Mary America 
Schrimisher. Both parents were part 
Cherokee. and prominent members of the 
Cherokee Nation. Rogers often quipped,  
“ My ancestors did not come over on the 
Mayflower,..they "met the boat.” 
 

Rogers was an avid traveler, and went 
around the world three times. He made 
71 movies—both silent and “talkies,”—
wrote more than 4,000 syndicated 
newspaper columns, and was the 
leading political wit of the 1930’s.  

His prowess with a lasso landed him an 
act in the Ziegfeld Follies, which 
catapulted him into the movies. At one 
time Rogers was the highest paid movie star in Hollywood. 

In the 1920’s his newspaper columns and radio appearances were wildly popular, 
and provided his audiences with first-hand accounts of his world travels.  
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Using his natural drawl and down-home 
humor, Rogers poked fun at gangsters and 
political personalities alike, and no one was 
offended.  He approached government 
policies and programs with earthy 
anecdotes, causing everyone to nod their 
heads in agreement and laugh at 
themselves.  

Rogers worked the Dog Iron Ranch for a 
few years, then, in 1901, he and a friend  left home to seek work as gauchos in 
Argentina. They spent five months trying to make it as ranch owners in the 
Pampas, and lost all of their money.  

 They went separate ways and Rogers decided to try his luck in South Africa. He 
got a job at James Piccione's ranch near Mooi River Station in the Pietermaritzburg 
district of Natal. 
 
In 1908, Rogers married Betty Blake and the couple had 
four children.  Will Jr., a World War II hero, played his 
father in two films, and became a member of Congress. 
Mary was a Broadway actress, and Jim was a 
newspaperman and rancher. The youngest, Fred,  died of 

diphtheria at age two. The family 
lived in New York, but they spent 
summers in Oklahoma. In 1911, 
Rogers bought a 20-acre ranch near 
Claremore, Oklahoma, intending  to use it as his retirement 
home. 

He began his show business career as a trick roper in Texas 
Jack’s Wild West Circus. He said,  “…Jack…one of the 

smartest showmen I ever knew, took a great interest in 
me. He… gave me the idea for my original stage act 
with my pony. …I used to study him by the hour, and 
…learned the great secret of …show business—
knowing when to get off. It's the fellow who knows 
when to quit that the audience wants more of.” 

�2

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pampas
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mooi_River_(town)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pietermaritzburg
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Broadway_theatre
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Diphtheria
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Acre
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Claremore,_Oklahoma


Eager to move on, Rogers 
quit the circus and went to 
Australia to continue 
performing as a rider and 
trick roper, and work on his 
pony act.  

After returning to the U.S 
he appeared at the St. Louis World's Fair, and 
began to perform his roping skills on 
vaudeville circuits. Florenz Ziegfeld spotted 
him and offered him a spot on his Midnight 
Frolic Revue in the New Amsterdam Theatre. 
Rogers had added clever monologues to his 
act, and many influential customers had 
begun to sit up and take notice of him.  

His opening line,“ All I know is what I read 
in the newspapers,” caught on, as he  made jokes about the items he had read. He 
was soon on his way to the stage of the Ziegfeld Follies, and became the 

quintessential “American Cowboy” with his daring 
horseback riding, lariat tricks and homespun humor.  

Rogers had learned that 
American audiences were as 
enthusiastically drawn to his  
Oklahoman, plain-spoken 
twang, as they were to 
identify with his “wild west” 
witticisms. 

He developed satirical 
routines and featured them as “Ropin' Fool” and “Talkin’ 
Fool” monologues. Once, when President Wilson was in the 
audience he improvised an off-the cuff-roast of him that had the President and the 
audience roaring with laughter.  

A life-long Democrat who sometimes voted for Republicans, he once remarked,”If 
Democrats had any sense they’d be Republicans.” 
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Hollywood  began to beckon Rogers when Samuel 
Goldwyn gave him the starring role in "Laughing Bill 
Hyde", which led to a three-year contract with Goldwyn 
and tripled his Broadway salary. He bought a ranch in 
Pacific Palisades and formed his own production company.  
 

Although Rogers enjoyed film 
acting, he found that silent movies weren’t showing him to 
the best advantage, because they were missing his home-
spun monologues. To solve that problem he began writing 
his own witty 
title cards.  

He signed with Hal Roach for twelve 
silent movies, but saw his popularity 
wane due to the lack of verbal 
commentary. He had made 48 silent 
movies but decided to leave films 
behind.  

In 1929 talking pictures came on the scene, and Rogers’ star began to rise again 
when he appeared in his first sound film, They Had To See Paris (1929) and again 
when he played the role of a plain-spoken farmer in State Fair (1933). Rogers was 

given roles in which he could just be himself, such as an old-
fashioned doctor or a rustic politician— no makeup required. 
He appeared in 21 feature films and his favorite director was 
John Ford.  

“Rogers demonstrated multiple skills, and was an 
indefatigable worker. He toured the lecture circuit. The New 
York Times syndicated his weekly newspaper column from 
1922 to 1935….His short "Will Rogers Says" reached forty-
million newspaper readers.  
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He wrote frequently for the mass-circulation upscale magazine The Saturday 
Evening Post, where he advised Americans to embrace the frontier values of 
neighborliness and democracy on the domestic front while remaining clear of 
foreign entanglements. He took a strong, highly popular stand in favor of a military 
air force which his friend, General Billy Mitchell, advocated. 

In 1922 Rogers began a weekly column titled, 
"Slipping the Lariat Over.” He had already published 
a book of wisecracks and had authored a stream of 
humor books.  

Through the continuing 
series of columns for the 
McNaught Syndicate 

between 1922 and 1935, as well as in his personal 
appearances and radio broadcasts, he won the loving 
admiration of the American people, poking jibes in 
witty ways at the issues of the day and prominent 
people—often politicians.  
 

He wrote from a non-partisan 
point of view and became a friend of presidents and a 
confidant of the great. Loved for his cool mind and warm 
heart, he was often considered the successor to such 
greats as Artemus Ward and Mark Twain. Rogers was not 
the first entertainer to use political humor… Others, such 
as Broadway comedian Raymond Hitchcock and Britain's 
Sir Harry Lauder, preceded him by several years. Bob 
Hope is the best known political humorist to follow 
Rogers’ example..(wikipedia) 
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To prove that all campaigning was bunk, he formed his own mock 
presidential campaign in 1928, posted on the pages of a weekly 
humor magazine, Life.  Rogers ran as the "bunk-less candidate" of 
the Anti-Bunk Party, and promised that if he was elected he would 
resign. From Memorial Day through Election Day, he wrote 
weekly humorous articles about campaign politics. On election day 
he declared victory and promptly resigned.  

An early advocate of aviation, Rogers supported efforts to advance America’s 
flying industry and befriended Charles Lindbergh and General Billy Mitchell. He 
had noticed advancements in Europe during one of his tours over there and wanted 
desperately for his own country not to fall behind in its efforts to advance. Using 
his popularity, he informed the public of the aviation industry’s attempts to 
enhance the safety, speed and convenience of air transport.     

In 1935, famed aviator and fellow Oklahoman, 
Wiley Post, began experimenting with  the 
possibility of a mail-and-passenger air route from 
the  US West Coast to Russia. He affixed a 
Lockheed Explorer wing to a Lockheed Orion 
fuselage, adding floats for landing in the lakes of 
Alaska and Siberia.  

On one of Rogers’ frequent visits to Post,  he 
asked Post to fly him through Alaska so that he could get some new perspective of 
the industry for his newspaper column. August 15, Post and Rogers left Fairbanks 
for Point Barrow.  About 20 miles southwest of Point Barrow they encountered bad 
weather and became uncertain of their position, so they landed in a lagoon to ask 
directions.  

On take-off, the engine failed and the 
aircraft plunged into the lagoon, shearing 
off the right wing.  

It had landed end-up and overturned in the 
shallows of the lagoon, leaving Rogers 
and Post dead on impact.   
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Ranch hand, trick rider and roper, circus, stage and movie performer, newspaper 
writer, author and radio personality, Will Rogers’ career spanned two decades. He 
once quipped, “When I die, my epitaph…is going to read: 'I joked about every 
prominent man of my time, but I never met a man I didn’t like.’  

“I am so proud of that, I can hardly wait to die so it can be carved.” 

Rogers’ body was temporarily buried August 21, 1935 in Forest Lawn Park, 
Glendale, CA. It was later moved to Claremore, OK. 

Shown below are Will Rogers Tomb at the Will Rogers Memorial Park and 
Museum in Claremore, OK.  Stained glass panes depict his life and work.  

 

 

Standing in Statuary Hall on the second floor corridor between the 
Rotunda and the U.S. House Chamber, is a bronze statue of Will 
Rogers. Hair swept to the side, the corners of his mouth slightly up-
turned, and hands resting in the pockets of his suit, it seems as if 
he’s still watching those he so often chastised in his down-home 
manner. The state of Oklahoma dedicated the statue of their native 
son to our Nation’s Capitol in 1939. 
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The states of Texas, Colorado and California have also erected memorials of 
“America’s Beloved Humorist and Philosopher, “ Will Rogers.  
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