Paula Combest Unruh
February 13, 1929 - September 29, 2021

Paula Combest Unruh passed away on Wednesday, September 29, 2021, in Miami,
Florida. She was 92 years old. She was a lifelong Oklahoman and pioneer for women in
politics. Most importantly, she was a loving wife, mother, grandmother, and greatgrandmother.
Born in 1929, she was married to Robert James Unruh for 66-years until his death in 2017
and had three children, Jilda, James and Allison. While she raised the children, she was
active in civic organizations including Tulsa Opera, America Red Cross, Chairman of the
Tulsa Philharmonic's Cinderella Ball, and Co-Chair of the Tulsa Performing Arts Center
Bond issue campaign. She was inducted into the Will Rogers High School Hall of Fame in
2013.
Paula attended both the University of Tulsa and the University of Arkansas. In 1988, she
was honored by her sorority with the Kappa Kappa Gamma Alumnae Achievement Award.
It was at the University of Oklahoma, where her personal political papers, spanning 60years, were donated by the family, and accepted by OU President David Boren. The
collection is housed at the Carl Albert Congressional Research and Studies Center.
Her political career began in 1958 when she successfully helped U.S. Rep. Page Belcher
run for re-election. Their winning streak continued until his retirement in 1973. Between
1960 and 1988, she helped manage the state and national campaigns of
Governor/Senator Henry Bellmon, Pres. Richard Nixon, Pres. Gerald Ford, Governor of
Texas John Connally, and Pres. Ronald Reagan. In 1975, she was the first female chair
elected to the Oklahoma Republican party. She received a Presidential appointment to the
National USO Board from President Ford, and an appointment to the Department of
Energy and the Department of Commerce by President Reagan. In 1980, she managed
the Republican campaign in Arkansas that defeated Gov. Bill Clinton.
Paula was preceded in death by her husband, Robert "Jim" and daughter, Jilda. She is
survived by two children, James and Allison; sister, Claire Combest; granddaughter and

her husband, Jennifer and Craig Reid; granddaughter, Jaclyn; two great-grandchildren,
Paige and Greyson; sister-in-law and her husband, Carla and John Walton; three
nephews, Jeff, David, and Paul; niece, Gail; and great nephews and nieces, Will, Sam,
Ava and Cora.
Service will be held at 1:00 pm, Saturday, October 9, 2021, at the Memorial Cemetery
Chapel.
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Comments

“

Dear Unruh family,
I am so sorry for the loss of your wonderful and beautiful Paula. I met Paula 20 years
ago when she hired me to work for her in a campaign. For some reason, we just hit it
off and remained friends. I helped her do some packing when she and Jim moved to
the condo and we had a great time laughing, talking and packing. I loved her smile
and her wonderful laugh. She always made me feel special and I will be forever
grateful to have had her in my life. Thanks for the memories dear friend.
Cheryl Coffey

Cheryl Coffey - October 09, 2021 at 09:10 PM

“

Condolences to Jay and Alison on the loss of their mother and my god-mother ... So
grateful for the 80+ year family friendship between my Dad (Don) - TU and fraternity
brother - and my mother and Paula's best friend (Frances Maxwell) - whose
friendship goes back to Will Rogers HS ... I looked at my family photo gallery and
grateful to see your Dad and your Mother in many ... It's one thing to lose close
friends but equally passionate when when lose close family friends - like your Dad,
Mother and Sister ....Best wishes.

Brian Turner - October 07, 2021 at 10:32 PM

