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The 1920 Greenwood neighborhood of Tulsa, Oklahoma was one of the most, if not the 
most, successful concentrations of Black business in America. The commercial district 
was comprised of grocery stores, libraries, convenience stores, doctor’s offices, banks, 
attorneys, and all the supporting businesses necessary to complete a prosperous 
American community. The residential area consisted of playgrounds, schools, and 
thousands of homes ranging in different sizes and designs.1 
 
The community by any standard was an American success. It was known as “Black Wall 
Street,” the name Booker T. Washington bestowed on Greenwood “for the economic 
opportunity created by the city’s Black community.”2 
 
One hundred years ago this week, a White mob killed numerous Black residents, burned 
down more than one thousand homes, and demolished the prosperous Black business 
district.3 The chaos and destruction committed over a two-day period became one of the 
worst acts of racially- motivated violence and terror in the country’s history. One hundred 
years on, the Commission observes this sobering anniversary and mourns the deep loss 
Black families have endured. 
 

The dream of an economically and politically empowered, self-run Black community 
came to an end on May 31, 1921. Incited by a lynch mob who were after a Black man 
falsely accused of attacking a White woman, the attack would grow to engulf the entire 
35-block neighborhood of Greenwood, destroyed in its entirety. Black residents, many of 
them veterans of World War I, came to the courthouse armed to protect the accused man 
from lynching. As they were leaving, a  White man allegedly attempted to disarm one and 
a shot was fired, beginning a violent confrontation which caused mob violence to 
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explode.4 Groups of armed White residents, some given weapons by city officials, shot 
Black men in the streets and set fire to houses and businesses block by block.5 Aircraft 
dropped firebombs on the neighborhood, igniting even more fires.6 City officials let the 
neighborhood burn as they waited for National Guard troops to arrive.7 In the end, 
burned bodies were reported to be buried in mass graves, leaving the true death toll 
unknown.8 Contemporary reports confirmed 39 deaths attributed to the violence,9 with 
estimates of the actual total losses ranging from 175 to 300 people killed.10 More than 
6,000 Black residents were interned in mass camps as martial law was imposed,11 and 
10,000 were left homeless.12 No one has ever been convicted for taking part in the 
violence.13 
 
Greenwood was the wealthiest Black neighborhood in the country. The elegant 54-room 
Stradford Hotel, known to be the finest guest accommodation available to Black visitors, 
was owned by a man who had been enslaved.14 The losses encompassed 191 businesses, 
several churches, a junior high school and the only hospital in the neighborhood.15 The 
generational effects of this destruction are still felt, as the wealth generated from the 
successful businesses the mob razed could not be passed on. A 2001 report estimated the 
losses totaled more than $30 million in today’s dollars.16 The loss of opportunity is 
incalculable. In the wake of this destruction, we must commit to support and encourage 
Black entrepreneurship to grow again for the betterment of America. Black families 
deserve no less. 
 
The Oklahoma Advisory Committee to the Commission recently issued a Memorandum 
on racial disparities in policing which recognizes that 1921 city officials “did not stem the 
violence but added to it, often through overt illegal acts.”17 As with other incidents of 
racial terror White Americans inflicted on Black Americans, we recognize the failures to 
protect Black communities, account for the losses and hold the perpetrators accountable. 
The extent of the devastation and loss of life was intentionally covered up by authorities 
and only officially recognized in the late 1990’s, with an official report issued in 2001.18 
Efforts to uncover what Black residents endured, in Tulsa and elsewhere, must continue. 
We must not shrink from documenting and teaching even shameful acts in our history. 
We grieve the losses in Tulsa today as we mark one hundred years since the destruction.
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