
wichita falls texas history

wichita falls texas history traces the rich and diverse heritage of a city that has played a pivotal role in
North Texas since its establishment. From its early days as a frontier settlement to its rise as a center of
commerce, military significance, and cultural development, Wichita Falls offers a compelling narrative deeply
intertwined with the broader story of Texas. This article explores the origins of Wichita Falls, key historical
milestones, its economic transformations, and the cultural landmarks that define the city today.
Understanding the evolution of Wichita Falls provides insight into the challenges and achievements that have
shaped this vibrant community. The following sections will delve into the founding and early growth, the
impact of the oil boom, military influence, and the city's cultural contributions over time.

Founding and Early Settlement

Economic Development and the Oil Boom

Military Influence and Aviation History

Cultural Heritage and Community Growth

Founding and Early Settlement

Origins of Wichita Falls

Wichita Falls, Texas, was officially founded in the late 19th century, with its name derived from the nearby
Wichita River and the impressive waterfalls that once graced the area. The waterfalls, although no longer
visible due to damming and development, were a defining natural feature that attracted early settlers and
traders. The region was originally inhabited by the Wichita and other Native American tribes before European-
American settlers arrived. The establishment of the town was closely linked to the expansion of the railroad,
which provided critical infrastructure for growth and commerce.

Early Growth and Infrastructure

Following its founding, Wichita Falls rapidly developed as a commercial hub, benefiting from its strategic
location near the Texas-Oklahoma border. Early infrastructure projects included the construction of rail
lines, roads, and public buildings, which facilitated trade and population growth. The town became a center for
agriculture, ranching, and trade, serving as a gateway for settlers moving into northern Texas. The arrival of
the railroad in the 1880s was particularly significant, connecting Wichita Falls to larger markets and
encouraging further settlement.

Economic Development and the Oil Boom

Impact of the Oil Industry

The discovery of oil in the early 20th century transformed Wichita Falls into a booming economic center. The
oil boom of the 1910s and 1920s brought an influx of workers, investors, and businesses, substantially
increasing the city’s population and wealth. Oil drilling and refining activities became the backbone of Wichita



Falls’ economy, prompting the development of related industries such as manufacturing and services. This period
marked a shift from primarily agricultural and trade-based activities to an energy-driven economic landscape.

Economic Diversification

While oil was the dominant force in Wichita Falls’ economy for decades, the city gradually diversified its
economic base. Manufacturing, retail, healthcare, and education sectors expanded, reducing reliance on the
volatile oil market. Today, Wichita Falls maintains a balanced economy with strong ties to energy, military,
and service industries. Economic diversification efforts have been instrumental in sustaining growth and
stability, especially during periods of fluctuating oil prices.

Growth of oil extraction companies

Development of refining and petrochemical plants

Expansion of transportation and logistics networks

Emergence of secondary industries and services

Military Influence and Aviation History

Establishment of Sheppard Air Force Base

One of the most significant chapters in Wichita Falls texas history is the establishment of Sheppard Air Force
Base during World War II. The base was constructed in 1941 and quickly became a vital training center for
the United States Army Air Forces, later the United States Air Force. Sheppard AFB contributed significantly
to the local economy and population growth, bringing military personnel and their families to the region. The
base remains a major employer and a key part of the city’s identity.

Aviation and Technological Advancements

Wichita Falls’ connection to aviation extends beyond the military. The city has a rich history of supporting
aviation-related industries and events. Over the years, Wichita Falls has hosted airshows, supported
aerospace manufacturing, and fostered a community with a strong interest in flight and technology. The
presence of Sheppard AFB has also facilitated advancements in aviation training, maintenance, and innovation,
solidifying the city’s role in the broader aerospace sector.

Cultural Heritage and Community Growth

Historic Landmarks and Museums

Wichita Falls boasts a variety of historic landmarks, museums, and cultural institutions that celebrate its
past and promote community engagement. The Wichita Falls Museum of Art and the Kemp Center for the Arts
showcase local talent and historical artifacts, while sites like the Depot Square Historic District preserve
the city’s architectural heritage. These institutions play a vital role in educating residents and visitors about



the city’s evolution and cultural significance.

Community Events and Traditions

The city’s cultural calendar is filled with events that reflect the spirit and diversity of its population.
Annual festivals, parades, and fairs celebrate Wichita Falls’ history, arts, and community values. These
events foster a sense of pride and continuity, connecting current generations with the city’s historic roots.
Community growth has also been supported by educational institutions and civic organizations dedicated to
enhancing quality of life and preserving the city’s legacy.

Annual Riverfest celebration1.

Historic downtown revitalization projects2.

Cultural festivals highlighting local heritage3.

Support for arts and education programs4.

Frequently Asked Questions

When was Wichita Falls, Texas founded?

Wichita Falls was founded in 1872, initially established as a trading post near the Wichita River and named
after the waterfalls on the river.

What is the significance of the Wichita Falls waterfall in the city's
history?

The Wichita Falls waterfall, which no longer exists due to flooding and reservoir construction, was a
natural landmark that attracted early settlers and gave the city its name.

How did the discovery of oil impact Wichita Falls?

The discovery of oil in the early 20th century transformed Wichita Falls into a booming oil town, leading to
rapid economic growth and population expansion.

What role did Wichita Falls play during World War II?

During World War II, Wichita Falls was home to Sheppard Air Force Base, which became a major training center
for pilots and mechanics, significantly contributing to the war effort.

How has Wichita Falls preserved its historical heritage?

Wichita Falls preserves its history through museums like the Wichita Falls Museum of Art at Midwestern
State University, historic districts, and annual cultural events celebrating its pioneer and oil heritage.

What was the impact of the 1979 tornado on Wichita Falls?

The 1979 tornado caused extensive damage to Wichita Falls, destroying homes and businesses, but the city



rebuilt and strengthened its community and infrastructure afterward.

Who were the original inhabitants of the Wichita Falls area?

The area around Wichita Falls was originally inhabited by Native American tribes, including the Wichita and
Comanche peoples, long before European-American settlers arrived.

Additional Resources
1. Wichita Falls: The Early Years
This book delves into the founding and development of Wichita Falls during the late 19th and early 20th
centuries. It explores the settlement patterns, the establishment of key institutions, and the impact of the
railroad on the city’s growth. Richly illustrated with historical photographs, the book offers readers a vivid
glimpse into the pioneer spirit of the region.

2. Oil Boom and Beyond: Wichita Falls in the 20th Century
Focusing on the discovery of oil and its transformative effect on Wichita Falls, this volume chronicles the
economic and social changes brought by the boom. It covers the rise of oil companies, the influx of workers, and
the subsequent diversification of the local economy. The narrative also touches on the challenges faced during
the Great Depression and World War II.

3. The Historic Homes of Wichita Falls
This book showcases the architectural heritage of Wichita Falls through detailed profiles of its most
significant historic residences. Each chapter highlights the design, construction, and the families who lived in
these homes, reflecting the city’s cultural and economic evolution. It is an essential resource for those
interested in historic preservation and local history.

4. Wichita Falls and the Red River Valley
Exploring the broader geographical and cultural context, this book examines Wichita Falls’ relationship with
the Red River Valley. It discusses the natural environment, Native American history, and the settlement
patterns influenced by the river. The book also looks at the economic activities tied to the river, including
agriculture and trade.

5. Military Roots: Sheppard Air Force Base and Wichita Falls
This volume details the establishment and growth of Sheppard Air Force Base and its significance to Wichita
Falls. It covers the base’s role during World War II, the Cold War, and its ongoing importance as a training
center. The book also highlights the social and economic impacts of the military presence on the local
community.

6. Downtown Wichita Falls: A Photographic History
Featuring a collection of historical photographs, this book captures the evolution of downtown Wichita
Falls from its early days to the present. It documents key buildings, businesses, and public spaces, illustrating
how the downtown area has adapted over the decades. The book serves as a visual record and celebration of
the city’s urban heritage.

7. Wichita Falls Railroads: Tracks Through Time
This book tells the story of the railroads that connected Wichita Falls to the rest of Texas and beyond. It
covers the construction of rail lines, the companies involved, and the impact of rail transport on commerce and
daily life. The narrative also explores the decline of passenger rail service and the legacy of the railroads
today.

8. Floods and Resilience: Wichita Falls’ Battle with Nature
Chronicling the major floods that have affected Wichita Falls, this book examines the city’s challenges in
managing natural disasters. It highlights key flood events, the responses by local government and citizens, and
the engineering projects aimed at flood control. The book underscores the resilience and determination of the
community in the face of adversity.



9. Cultural Tapestry: Wichita Falls’ Diverse Communities
This volume explores the rich cultural and ethnic diversity that has shaped Wichita Falls over the years. It
includes stories of immigrant communities, African American history, and contributions from various cultural
groups. The book celebrates the city’s multicultural heritage and its influence on local traditions, festivals,
and cuisine.
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