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Frank Vlasak and the  
Beginnings of  

Prague, Oklahoma

By Philip D. Smith*

Shortly after the establishment of Prague, Oklaho-
ma, in 1902, Frank “Squire” Vlasak assessed the diverse demography 
and economic opportunity of the frontier town and made a decision. 
Vlasak, a Czech immigrant from Bohemia, realized his ethnic group 
comprised only about 30 percent of the overall population and therefore 
would find it difficult, if not impossible, to dominate the agricultural 
village economically, socially, or politically. Thus, in order to prosper 
in their new home, he realized that he and his ethnic kinsmen must 
adapt to their situation. Aided by the relative isolation of the fron-
tier setting and lack of discrimination, Vlasak led the Prague Czechs 
in a rapid accommodation with the majority population of non-Czech, 
native-born whites that proved beneficial to both parties. Vlasak ac-
complished this and indeed became one of the leading citizens of the 
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new Oklahoma town while maintaining his identity as a Czech and his 
influential position within his ethnic group.

After years of struggle and disappointment, years of grinding pover-
ty and want, and with no hope for a better future in their motherland, 
Frantisek Vlasak and his wife and young children finally decided to 
leave the tiny village of Bykosi, Bohemia, then a part of the Austro-
Hungarian Empire and the land of their parents, grandparents, and 
forebearers. The Bohemian family sold most of what they owned and 
bought one-way tickets to the United States and the promise of a bet-
ter life. In 1866 the Vlasaks and their three young children arrived in 
New York City. Here they set up a new home in the bustling financial 
capital of the United States. However, their time in the huge port city 
proved short. Hearing of better opportunities inland, they first migrat-
ed to Ohio and then to Nebraska, joining the thriving Bohemians (com-
monly referred to as Czechs) already living in the state. After several 
years of modest success in Nebraska, the Vlasaks relocated to South 
Dakota where they were able to acquire farm land.1

When the Vlasak’s two sons, Frantisek, Jr., (called Frank) and Vin-
cent, reached maturity, they found cheap land in South Dakota in 
short supply. In early 1891 the two brothers and their wives, along 
with their sister, Fannie, and her husband, Frank Koutnik, bid their 
parents farewell and trekked to Waterloo, Iowa, in search of their own 
land. No sooner had they entered the town when they learned of a land 
run to be held on the Sac and Fox Indian Reservation in distant Okla-
homa Territory. Jumping at the opportunity for land ownership, the 
three young families quickly decided to participate in the run. They im-
mediately packed their few belongings and left for the new and boom-
ing town of Oklahoma City, where they discovered that the land run 
was still six months away. Determined to joust for the valuable land, 
the three siblings waited for their opportunity. Although conversant in 
English, their native tongue drew the young immigrants into contact 
with other ethnic Bohemians also waiting for the prospect of inexpen-
sive land.2 After poring over the map of the proposed land run, this 
group of Czechs resolved to try to claim land close to one another in the 
hopes of forming a Czech farming community.3

At noon on September 22, 1891, when the gun sounded for the start 
of the land run, the Czechs, along with about twenty thousand oth-
ers, raced their horses and wagons as fast as possible in expectation of 
acquiring prime acreage.4 Unfortunately for Frank Koutnik, his horse 
died only four miles into the run slightly south and several miles west 
of his hoped-for destination. A frustrated Koutnik had no other option 
but to claim the area under his dead horse. Although saddened by the 
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mishap of their brother-in-law, the Vlasak brothers strove forward and 
staked desirable plots in the southeast corner of what later became 
Lincoln County, Oklahoma. Other Czechs joined the Vlasaks in the 
area, and almost overnight a small community of Bohemian farmers 
sprang into existence.5

These families, with names such as Barta, Hrdy, Sestak, Bontty, 
and Provaznik, primarily settled in the townships of North Creek and 
South Creek. The immigrants quickly cleared and tilled the land and 
built temporary shelters. The United States established mail service 
on the southeast corner of Frank Barta’s homestead, and within two 
years after the land run there were about fifty Czech homesteads in the 
area known as the Barta Post Office.6 A smaller group of German im-
migrants established a colony directly north of the Czech settlement in 
North Creek Township. However, despite the efforts of both Czech and 
German immigrants, white native-born Americans comprised the bulk 
of those involved in the land run. Many times someone quicker to the 
spot interrupted the Czechs’ attempt to settle together.7 For example, 
the 1891 land run claims of Czechs Frank Barta, Frantisek Mastena, 
Frantisek Souva, and Vincent Martinek surrounded the holding of J. 
W. Harshaw, a non-Czech. Ultimately, non-Czech, native-born settlers 

Frank Vlasak’s family participated in the opening of the Sac and Fox lands in Oklahoma 
Territory on September 22, 1891, a land run like the one pictured above (21412.M562.15, 
Barney Hillerman Collection, OHS Research Division).
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dominated the northeast corner of South Creek Township, while most 
Czech homesteads lay primarily in the southern and western sections 
of the area.8

Rolling, timbered hills dominated the landscape of the Czech farm-
ing community, with numerous streams lacing the area. Most of the 
region’s brooks were nothing more than narrow, shallow trickles, but a 
few flowed wide and deep. Together with the forested hills, these cre-
ated a terrain that, for the most part, was uneven and rough causing 
farming to be difficult at first. Rainfall could be heavy in the spring but 
many times all but disappeared in the hot months of summer. Only a 
few miles west of the Czech homesteads, however, a vast expanse of 
flat prairie grassland emerged, part of the Great Plains region.9

The Czech farming community prospered. One primary success 
story was thirty-two-year-old Frank Vlasak. Even before the estab-
lishment of the town of Prague in 1902, Vlasak enjoyed a position of 
influence and respect among Czech farmers. Known as Squire, Vlasak 
operated a general store in Dent, a diminutive town south of the major-
ity of Czech homesteads. Besides selling essential goods to his ethnic 

Map of Oklahoma Territory, 1904. Prague is located in the southeastern 
corner of Lincoln County (OTMAP.0010, Oklahoma Historical Society 
Map Collection, OHS Research Division).
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kinsmen, Vlasak also aided his fellow immigrants through low-inter-
est personal loans. From 1891 to 1902 Vlasak reinvested his profits in 
acreage, and consequently, just prior to the formation of Prague he was 
one of the larger landholders in the entire community.10 An early ex-
ample of Vlasak’s prominence occurred when the Fort Smith and West-
ern Railroad Company, sensing a great opportunity for larger profits, 
made plans to build tracks from Fort Smith, Arkansas, across Indian 
Territory and into Oklahoma Territory to tap the exploding towns of 
central Oklahoma, especially in the Guthrie/Oklahoma City area. In 
1902 the railroad identified the southeastern part of Lincoln County 
as an ideal spot for a coaling station. Initially, the railroad company 
wanted the town of Lambdin as the coaling site. However, when a lo-
cal, native-born farmer rebuffed its offers as too small, the railroad 
looked elsewhere, specifically to the farm land of the Czech commu-
nity.11 Anton Simek and Vencl Kozak, two Bohemian immigrants who 
had recently purchased the homesteads of the elderly Eva Barta and 
her son Frank, agreed to sell part of their holdings to the Fort Smith 

One of the construction trains on Mountain Fork Bridge, Fort Smith 
and Western Railroad, 1902 (6697.12, E. F. Gutensohn Collection, 
OHS Research Division).
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and Western. To honor the original homesteaders, the railroad asked 
Josephine Barta, wife of Frank Barta, to name the new town. Jose-
phine Barta decided on the name Praha because she had grown up in 
Praha, Bohemia. Upon hearing of her decision, Frank Vlasak visited 
his fellow immigrant and convinced her to Americanize the name to 
Prague.12

Frank Barta, Josephine’s husband and one of the original settlers, 
took immediate advantage of the opportunities offered by the new 
town. In summer 1902, with great difficulty and just as much excite-
ment, Barta hoisted and moved his entire farmhouse into Prague and 
reopened it as Hotel Barta. The enterprising Barta also opened a gen-
eral store and restaurant, but it was his family’s hotel that proved 
lasting. The hotel furnished rooms for passengers of the railroad as 
well as unmarried workers who rented rooms on a weekly or monthly 
basis. Barta’s transplanted farmhouse operated as a hotel on a con-
tinuous basis until 1961.13 Others in the Czech farming community got 
involved in the activities of the new village. Some of the first townspeo-
ple included Czech families such as the Voborniks, Cervenys, Kratkys, 
Zaloudiks, and Bendys. The very first issue of the Prague News ran 
advertisements for Frank Barta’s General Store and the Czech-owned 
Dobry Lumber Company. It just made sense for Frank Vlasak to catch 
the business fever as well; Vlasak moved his mercantile business from 
Dent to Prague, calling his dry goods and grocery store Vlasak’s Cash 
Store.14

Despite Czech enthusiasm for the new town, it was native-born 
whites who purchased the majority of the town lots. In 1910 the non-
Czech share of the total population of South Creek Township was 
69 percent, and as shown by each ensuing decennial census the per-
centage of Bohemians slowly declined.15 Thus, from the inception of 
the farming community of Prague, the Czechs found themselves at a 
numerical disadvantage. Unlike some farming towns in the Midwest 
such as Milligan or Wilbur, Nebraska, where Czechs lived almost ex-
clusively, or ethnic neighborhoods in Chicago, Cleveland, or New York, 
in which a majority of people were of Bohemian stock, the Czechs of 
Prague constituted a minority from the beginning.16 This demographic 
dilemma forced the minority Czechs to make decisions. Would they re-
treat to their ethnic group and fraternal organizations and have little 
or nothing to do with the larger population? Would they go so far as to 
congregate in a Czech neighborhood and shun their native-born and 
German neighbors? Would they shop only at Czech businesses, avoid-
ing native-born shops unless and until there was no other option? And 
what about their children? Should they send them to the public school 
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or create their own ethnic school where all lessons would be taught in 
Czech?

Of course, individuals or families reached their own conclusions. 
Some retreated to the security of their ethnic clan. Of those who chose 
this option, precious little is known due to their lack of intercourse 
with the larger community. Public records, such as the newspapers, 
contained but modest bits of their lives, many times nothing more than 
a short article about their passing. However, many Czech immigrants 
took advantage of their singular situation with the relative lack of dis-
crimination by the majority population and amalgamated into the new 
frontier town of Prague, Oklahoma. Frank “Squire” Vlasak was not 
only one of these who made this decision, but he was also the leader of 
the Prague Czechs.

The new town of Prague was a frontier community located in Okla-
homa Territory but only a few miles from Indian Territory. This “wild 
west” origin of Prague offered opportunities for its immigrants and an 
acceptance by non-Czechs not offered to ethnic groups in urban envi-
ronments. The relative isolation of the community caused many na-
tive-born whites to accept the Czech immigrants and their families for 
practical reasons; they simply wished to see the new town succeed and 
needed the labor and entrepreneurship of the immigrants for that pur-
pose. Attendant to this was the mere fact that the Czechs were white in 
skin color. While in most northern urban centers there were few blacks 
during this period and southern and eastern European immigrants 
occupied the lowest rung of the social ladder, Prague was different. 
The bottom of the socioeconomic barrel in the frontier village belonged 
to a small community of African Americans. These native-born black 
Americans were not accorded the opportunities or friendship ceded the 
Czechs.

Vlasak, who had lived in the north, understood this unique situa-
tion and acted. Besides opening a grocery and dry goods store, Vla-
sak agreed to serve as vice president of the Lincoln County Bank. The 
bank no doubt wanted the immigrant community’s financial business 
and decided a good ingress to this market would be through the Czech 
leader.17 Next, the Bohemian entrepreneur bought several prime lots 
in downtown Prague and constructed a two-story structure, the Vla-
sak Building, on Broadway Avenue, one of the two main thoroughfares 
running through the new town. Vlasak operated his retail business 
on the first floor and rented out second floor rooms to temporary and 
long-term tenants. Squire operated this successful enterprise until his 
accidental death in 1929 at the age of seventy.18
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The Czech leader did not limit his activities to the economic realm. 
Immediately upon forming as a town in 1902, Prague established a 
public school district, and Frank Vlasak was the first chair of the school 
board. With limited funds, the town erected a tiny wooden school build-
ing, which like most rural educational facilities during this period held 
classes only through the eighth grade. Almost as soon as it opened its 
classrooms, the school suffered from overcrowded conditions. After sev-
eral meetings under the leadership of Vlasak, the school board decided 
to request temporary housing for the Prague Public School in the spa-
cious structure of the Bohemian Hall. Who better to ask for assistance 
from the ethnic community than Bohemian Hall member and school 
board president Frank Vlasak? Yet, the decision was by no means a 
certainty. The Czech community was operating the Czech School, a pri-
vate primary school offering a similar curriculum to the public school 
but taught in Czech, at their Sokol building, the place where a gymnas-
tic-focused, Bohemian nationalistic organization met.19 

Nevertheless, after Vlasak presented his argument for helping the 
town, the Bohemian Hall  officers voted to allow Prague the use of their 
building. For more than two years Prague Public School held classes 
in the Bohemian Hall. This is not only a fascinating story of the pri-
vate helping the public, but it also shows that early on Frank Vla-
sak recognized that his future lay with the overall population and not 
solely with his ethnic community. Conversely, it further displays that 
Vlasak did not forsake his Czech origins: aside from being an active 
citizen of Prague, he was also a proud member of the Bohemian Hall. 
Indeed, Vlasak used his influence in the Czech community to persuade 
his ethnic kinsmen to open their fraternal building for public use while 
they themselves were attempting to establish their own private, ethnic 
school. That he succeeded shows his continued influence within his 
ethnic group despite the fact that he embraced the overall population.20

Czech leader Frank “Squire” Vlasak of 
Prague (image courtesy of the author).
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An important indicator of access to the general society is the ap-
plication of power through politics. Here again Frank Vlasak led the 
way. In this endeavor Squire relied heavily upon his ethnic roots as a 
base for his political career, albeit minor. Although at its strongest the 
Czech community of Prague numbered about 30 percent of the overall 
population, Czechs did quite well in elections. In addition to serving on 
the school board, Vlasak also won several elections to Prague’s town 
council. The heart of his support lay within the ethnic community and 
a political organization Vlasak and a few other immigrants created 
and which Vlasak chaired, the Bohemian Political Association. With 
a membership of almost fifty, Prague’s Bohemian Political Associa-
tion promoted the election of good candidates, with good candidates 
translated as good Czech candidates. The organization declared no al-
legiance to a specific political party; instead, it searched for and backed 
anyone they believed good for the town.21 The Bohemian Political Asso-
ciation came into being soon after the establishment of Prague in 1902, 
and within four years three of the eight town officers were Czech, in-
cluding Vlasak, who served on the town council until 1917. This over-
representation of the ethnic community suggests that Czechs voted as 
a bloc. However, it also hints that many in the larger community voted 
for Czech candidates if they believed them more deserving. This lack 
of discrimination by the overall population was key as Czechs never 
held anywhere close to a numerical majority at the voting booths. In 
addition to Vlasak, other Czech officeholders included Charles Voborn-
ick, who served as town treasurer, and Anton Pastusek, another long-
serving town council member.22 Once again Vlasak showed how com-
fortable he was in both worlds. The leader of the Czechs remained an 
important force in the ethnic community but increasingly was a leader 
among the general population of Prague—quite a feat for one born in a 
tiny village in faraway Bohemia.

One area where Vlasak did not exert influence was in religion. Al-
though his mother was Catholic, Squire, like many Czech immigrants, 
left the church and accepted the tenets of Czech Freethought.23 Bor-
rowed from German liberal theologians who questioned the accuracy 
of the Bible and the deity of Christ, Czech Freethought was somewhat 
different in that it also included ardent nationalism and anti-German 
feelings. Czech Freethinkers wanted a Czech homeland free of any 
German political hegemony and viewed the Catholic Church as sim-
ply a weapon of the Hapsburg Empire. Thus, many Czechs exhibited 
a degree of anticlericalism not found in most ethnic subpopulations. 
Indeed, of all the new immigrants of the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries, Czechs proved the least religious.24 Prague’s im-
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migrant Czechs created their Bohemian Hall, much like other Czech 
fraternal halls throughout America, specifically as a counterweight to 
the Catholic Church. Few Czech Catholics in the early years joined the 
ethnic organization. Instead, Prague’s Catholic Czechs created Saint 
Wenceslaus parish and shunned the Bohemian Hall.25 The animos-
ity towards Catholics by Czech Freethinkers continued even in death. 
Rather than accepting burial in the Catholic cemetery or even the city 
cemetery, Prague’s Freethinking Czechs established their own burial 
place, the Czech National Cemetery. Many also eschewed funeral ser-
vices in a church, preferring to hold them in the Bohemian Hall. In-
terestingly, their ceremonies, excepting the lack of clergy, reminded 
anyone attending of a normal religious funeral service complete with 
the singing of hymns. When Frank Vlasak died, his family members 
held their father’s funeral observance in the Bohemian Hall and buried 
him in the Czech National Cemetery.26

That a seemingly nonreligious person acquired such influence and 
power in an Oklahoma town may appear unusual. However, it should 
be remembered that in its early years, the town of Prague had a rough 
and tumble frontier environment. For example, on January 1, 1903, 
eight months after its founding, Prague contained seven saloons and 
no church buildings. From 1902 until statehood in fall 1907 anywhere 
from six to thirteen saloons operated within the town’s limits.27 This 

The “coarser elements” found many saloons in territorial Prague. They may have resem-
bled this saloon, The Corner Saloon, Thompson and Collins proprietors, found in Apache, 
Oklahoma (14343, Jeanne Ferrari Collection, OHS Research Division).
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violent territorial settlement attracted many of the coarser elements 
from the twin territories searching for strong refreshments after a 
hard day’s toil. Drunken fights and revelries abounded in the embry-
onic town. Smuggling of alcohol into dry Indian Territory, which lay a 
little more than three miles east of Prague, proved almost unstoppable. 
Czech-owned saloons such as Josef Klabzuba’s Kentucky Liquor House 
and Josef Hrdy’s Hrdy Saloon provided no exception to the violence. Of 
course the roughest incidents occurred on Saturday nights when scores 
of thirsty men trooped to Prague and the small towns around it in search 
of a good time.28 The rowdy reputation of the Prague area became so 
well-known that Carry Nation, the eternal vigil of righteousness, with 
Bible in one hand and hatchet in the other, tried with only temporary 
success to staunch the irrepressible flow of booze.29 Although sectarian 
congregations built numerous edifices throughout the first decade of 
Prague, this frontier beginning along with the Freethought tenden-
cies of the immigrant community afforded opportunities for nonchurch 
members such as Frank Vlasak that would not have been available in 
most established American towns.

Frank “Squire” Vlasak led the assimilation of the Prague Czechs 
into the overall community. His emergence as their leader began be-
fore the founding of the town. Vlasak’s influence began with his small 
grocery store in Dent. Here Czech farmers bought his goods and when 
in trouble borrowed money from the store clerk. With the formation of 
Prague, Vlasak moved his retail store to the new town but maintained 
holdings in the countryside until 1916 when he sold his farmland to 
two non-Czech farmers.30 By the time of his death in 1929 the native-
born population of Prague accepted the Czech immigrants and their 
progeny as important ingredients of their rural society. As already 
mentioned, this was due to various factors not the least of which were 
the relative isolation and the frontier origin of the settlement. Added 
to this was the presence of African Americans who bore the brunt of 
discrimination in early Prague. Thus, unlike their ethnic kinsfolk in 
northern urban areas, Prague’s Czechs did not occupy the bottom of 
the social ladder. Frank Vlasak was the first to recognize these rather 
unique circumstances and, as a result, to acquire both wealth and in-
fluence.

That Vlasak was ambitious cannot be denied. Did Frank Vlasak 
purposely amalgamate with the native-born population of Prague for 
altruistic reasons or did he simply see an avenue for material success 
and act upon it? Was Frank Vlasak a patriotic American who sensed an 
existential need for his fellow Czech immigrants to become 100 percent 
American? Or, was Frank Vlasak nothing more than an opportunist 
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seeking power and control over not only the less ambitious immigrants 
but also the average native-born residents? With the exception of re-
ligion—which was not as critical in Prague as in other rural towns—
Squire involved himself in every facet of the frontier settlement. From 
public education to banking to politics the power and influence of Frank 
Vlasak was conspicuous in the early years of Prague. That he gained 
materially from this influence also cannot be refuted. Vlasak was a 
successful and powerful citizen of Prague. However, unlike other eth-
nic success stories that usually involved an accomplished immigrant 
in a heavily populated city, Vlasak did not leave his Czech heritage. 
He never completely joined the dominant majority. He maintained his 
Bohemian roots. Even though Vlasak chaired school board meetings 
and made important decisions for the town of Prague as a member of 
the town council, the immigrant store owner also participated in Bohe-
mian Hall business meetings and cultural events. Indeed, Vlasak was 
a charter member of Prague’s Bohemian Hall and continued the affili-
ation his entire life. Upon his untimely death in 1929—apparently, the 
widower lit a faulty heater in his home and died of asphyxiation—the 
Czech Squire chose as the site of his final public appearance the Bohe-
mian Hall, and he was laid to rest not among the general population 
of Prague but with his ethnic kin in the Czech National Cemetery.31 

Frank Vlasak truly had one proverbial foot in his new world while 
maintaining the other firmly in the culture of his birthplace.
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