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Feb ru ary 21, 2001

Hon or able Frank Keating Hon or able Su san Sav age
Gov er nor of Oklahoma Mayor of Tulsa
Oklahoma City, Oklahoma 73105 Tulsa, Oklahoma 74119

Hon or able Larry Adair Mem bers of the City Coun cil
Speaker of the House of Rep re sen ta tives City of Tulsa
Oklahoma City, Oklahoma 73105 Tulsa, Oklahoma 74119

Hon or able Stratton Tay lor
Pres i dent Pro Tem pore of the Sen ate
Oklahoma City, Oklahoma 73105

Dear Sir or Madam:

Pur su ant to House Joint Res o lu tion 1035 (1997), as amended, I have the honor to trans mit here with the
Fi nal Re port of Find ings and Rec om men da tions of the 1921 Tulsa Race Riot Com mis sion.  The re port in -
cludes the com mis sion’s find ings on each spe cific item as signed it by stat ute, and it also ex plains the
meth ods and pro cesses that led to those find ings. In ad di tion, the com mis sion has ex er cised the op tion,
granted it by law, to make rec om men da tions con cern ing rep a ra tions re lated to the trag edy. 

This Com mis sion fully un der stands that it is nei ther judge nor jury.  We have no bind ing le gal au thor ity 
to as sign cul pa bil ity, to de ter mine dam ages, to es tab lish a rem edy, or to or der ei ther res ti tu tion or rep a ra -
tions.  How ever, in our in terim re port in Feb ru ary, 2000 the ma jor ity of Com mis sioners de clared that rep -
a ra tions to the his toric Green wood com mu nity in real and tan gi ble form would be good pub lic pol icy and
do much to re pair the emo tional and phys i cal scars of this ter ri ble in ci dent in our shared past.  We listed
sev eral rec om mended courses of ac tion in clud ing di rect pay ments to riot sur vi vors and de scen dants; a
schol ar ship fund avail able to stu dents af fected by the riot; es tab lish ment of an eco nomic de vel op ment en -
ter prise zone in the his toric Green wood dis trict; a me mo rial for the riot vic tims.

In the fi nal re port is sued to day, the ma jor ity of Com mis sioners con tinue to sup port these rec om men da -
tions.  While each Com mis sioner has their own opin ion about the type of rep a ra tions that they would ad -
vo cate, the ma jor ity has no ques tion about the ap pro pri ate ness of rep a ra tions.  The rec om men da tions are
not in tended to be all in clu sive, but rather to give pol icy mak ers a sense of the Com mis sion’s feel ings
about rep a ra tions and a start ing place for the cre ation of their own ideas.
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Pro logue
By State Rep re sen ta tive Don Ross

Per sonal be long ings and house hold goods had

been re moved from many homes and piled in the

streets. On the steps of the few houses that re -

mained sat fee ble and gray Ne gro men and women

and oc ca sion ally a small child. The look in their

eyes was one of de jec tion and sup pli ca tion.

Judging from their at ti tude, it was not of ma te rial

con se quence to them whether they lived or died.

Harm less them selves, they ap par ently could not

con ceive the bru tal ity and fiend ish ness of men who

would de lib er ately set fire to the homes of their

friends and neigh bors and just as de lib er ately

shoot them down in their tracks.

     Tulsa Daily World, June 2, 1921

A mob de stroyed 35-square-blocks of the
Af ri can Amer i can Com mu nity dur ing the eve -
ning of May 31, through the af ter noon of June
1, 1921. It was a tragic, in fa mous mo ment in
Oklahoma and the na tion’s his tory. The worse
civil dis tur bance since the Civil War. In the af -
ter math of the death and de struc tion the peo ple
of our state suf fered from a fa tigue of faith —
some still search for a statue of lim i ta tion on
mo ral ity, at tempt ing to for get the lon gev ity of
the res i due of in jus tice that at best can leave lit -
tle room for the heal ing of the heart. Per haps
this re port, and sub se quent hu man i tar ian re -
cov ery events by the gov ern ments and the
good peo ple of the state will ex tract us from the 
guilt and con firm the com mand ment of a good
and just God — leav ing the deadly deeds of
1921 bur ied in the call for re demp tion, his tor i -
cal cor rect ness, and re pair. Then we can
proudly sing to gether:

“We know we be long to this land.
“And the land we be long to is grand,
and when we say, ay yippy yi ki yea,
“We’re only say ing, you’re do ing fine
Oklahoma.”

“Oklahoma, you’re O-K-L-A-H-O-M-A,
Oklahoma OK.”

Hope fully with this re port, the feel ing of the
state will be quick ened, the con science of the
bru tal city will be ig nited, the hy poc risy of the
na tion will be ex posed, and the crimes against
God and man de nounced. Oklahoma can set
such an ex am ple. It  was Ab o li tion ist Fred er ick
Douglass who re minded a cal lous na tion that
“[A] gov ern ment that can give lib erty in its Con -
sti tu tion ought to have the power to pro tect lib -
erty, and im pose civ i lized be hav ior in its
ad min is tra tion.”

Tulsa’s Race Re la tions Are Cer e mo nial
In the 80 years hence, sur vi vor, de scen dants,

and a be reaved com mu nity seeks that ad min is -
tra tion in some ac tion akin to jus tice. Tulsa’s
race re la tions are more cer e mo nial —  liken to a
bad mar riage, with spouses liv ing in the same
quar ters but housed in dif fer ent rooms, each es -
cap ing one an other by per pet u at ing a sep a rate -
ness of si lence. The French po lit i cal his to rian
Alexis d’Tocqueville noted, “Once the ma jor ity
has ir re vo ca bly de cided a ques tion, it is no lon -
ger dis cussed.  This is be cause the ma jor ity is a
power that does not re spond well to crit i cism.”  

I first learn about the riot when I was about 15
from Booker T. Wash ing ton High School
teacher and riot sur vi vor W.D. Wil liams.  In his 
slow, la bor ing voice Mr. W.D. as he was fondly
known,  said on the eve ning of  May 31, 1921,
his school grad u a tion, and  prom were can celed.
Dick Rowland, who had dropped out of high
school a few years be fore to be come rich in the
lu cra tive trade of shin ing shoes, was in jail, ac -
cused of rap ing a white woman Sa rah Page, “on
a pub lic el e va tor in broad day light.” Af ter
Rowland was ar rested,  an gry white vig i lan tes
gath ered at the court house in tent on  lynch ing
the shine boy. Armed blacks in te grated the mob
to pro tect him. There was a scuf fle be tween a
black and a white man, a shot rang out. The
crowd scat tered.  It was about 10:00 a.m. A race
riot had bro ken out. He said blacks de fended
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their com mu nity for awhile,  “but then the air -
planes came drop ping bombs.” All of the black 
com mu nity was burned to the ground and 300
peo ple died.”

More an noyed than bored, I leaped from my
chair and spoke: “Green wood was never
burned. Ain’t no 300 peo ple dead. We’re too
old for fairy tales.” Call ing a teacher a liar was
a cap i tal of fense Mr. W.D. snorted with a twist
that framed his face with an ger. He ig nored my
ob sti nacy and re turned to his hy per bole. He
fin ished his tale and dis missed the class. The
next day he asked me to re main af ter class, and
passed over a photo al bum with pic ture and
post cards of Mount Zion Bap tist Church on
fire, the Dream land The ater in sham bles,
whites with guns stand ing over dead bod ies,
blacks be ing marched to con cen tra tion camps
with white mobs jeer ing, trucks loaded with
cas kets, and a yel low ing news pa per ar ti cle ac -
count ing block af ter block of de struc tion – “30, 
75 even 300 dead.” Ev ery thing was just as he
had de scribed it. I was to learn later that
Rowland was as signed a law yer who was a
prom i nent mem ber of the Ku Klux Klan.
“What you think, fat mouth?” Mr. W.D. asked
his as ton ished stu dent. 

Af ter hav ing talked to more than 300 riot
sur vi vors over the years, I have pon dered that
ques tion for 45 years. The re port raises the
same ques tion Mr. W.D. asked me. I now ask
the Oklahoma Leg is la ture, the City and
County of Tulsa: “What do you think?” To un -
der stand the full con text of Mr. W.D.’s ques -
tion is a trav el ogue of Af ri can Amer i can
his tory, Oklahoma blacks in par tic u lar. It in -
cludes, The Seven Year War and the birth of
the na tion, the in fa mous Trail of Tears, the
Civil War, the al lot ment of In dian Ter ri tory,
state hood, seg re ga tion, black towns, and the
Af ri can Amer i can on Green wood Av e nue.
Each was a pre pon der ance of the fuel that ig -
nited the 1921 race war in Tulsa. 

A bit of Amer i can his tory with an
Af ri can-American per spec tive

Dur ing the Seven Year War, In di ans in the
Ohio Val ley sided with the French against
Great Brit ain in a los ing ef fort. Can ada and
other ter ri to ries were ceded to the Brit ish.

Treaties were sign with the tribes pro tect ing
their right to hold their lands. The trea ties were
ig nore by the co lo nial gov er nors. The col o nies
also soon dis cov ered that rum and slaves were
prof it able com mod i ties. One of the most en ter -
pris ing — if un sa vory — trad ing prac tices of the 
time was the so-called “tri an gu lar trade.” Mer -
chants and ship pers would pur chase slaves off
the coast of Af rica for New Eng land rum, then
sell the slaves in the West In dies where they
would buy mo las ses to bring home for sale to
the lo cal rum pro duc ers. In debt af ter the French
and In dian War, Eng land be gan to tax the col o -
nies to pay for oc cu pa tion. The mea sure was re -
sisted, and the col o nies be gan to pre pare its
Dec la ra tion of In de pend ence. In an early draft,
Thomas Jef fer son wrote:

He (King George) has waged cruel war against
hu man na ture it self, vi o lat ing its most sa cred rights
of life and lib erty in the per sons of a dis tant peo ple
who never of fended him, cap ti vat ing and car ry ing
them into slav ery in an other hemi sphere, or to in cur
mis er a ble death in their trans por ta tion thither. This
pi rat i cal war fare, the op pro brium of INFIDEL pow -
ers, is the war fare of the CHRISTIAN king of Great
Brit ain. De ter mined to keep open a mar ket where
MEN should be bought and sold, he has pros ti tuted
his neg a tive for sup press ing ev ery leg is la tive at -
tempt to pro hibit or to re strain this ex e cra ble com -
merce. And that this as sem blage of hor rors might
want no fact of dis tin guished die, he is now ex cit ing
those very peo ple to rise in arms among us, and to
pur chase that lib erty of which he has de prived them,
by mur der ing the peo ple on whom he also ob truded
them: thus pay ing off for mer crimes com mit ted
against the LIBERTIES of one peo ple, with crimes
which he urges them to com mit against the LIVES of
an other. 
[This ver sion was re moved from the Dec la ra tion of In de pend -
ence af ter pro test from south ern col o nies, and planted the seed
of the Civil War to come.]

The Rev o lu tion ary War was fought and a
con sti tu tion was pre sented and ap proved by the
col o nies. It would sanc tion slav ery and hu man
bond age as the law of the land. Bro ken trea ties
and geno cide slowly moved In di ans for the
Ohio Val ley, while other trea ties set tled them in
the rich farm lands of the south. The south ern
tribes held slaves, but also of fered the run away
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sanc tu ary, in some case tribal mem ber ship and
rights. Dur ing the ad min is tra tion of An drew
Jack son, a di rect as sault on In dian lands was
launched. Phony trea ties cor rupts chiefs and
intra-tribal ri valry would lead to war ring fac -
tions, as sas si na tions and di vide the tribal lead -
ers, in sti gat ing their re moval from their
south ern home lands. This od ys sey, dur ing the
1830s and be fore, the lives of blacks and Na -
tive Amer i cans would be linked on the in fa -
mous, cruel “Trail of Tears.”  On long marches
un der ex treme du ress and hard ship, the trail led 
to pres ent-day Oklahoma, Kan sas and Ne -
braska. In dian Ter ri tory would be split  by the
cre ation of the Kan sas and Ne braska ter ri to ries
and af ter the Civil War abol ished in 1907 with
the en trance of Oklahoma as a state. Pressed by 
ri val chiefs many of the tribes of fi cially sided
with the Con fed er acy. Af ter ward, many for -
mer black slaves, Free men, were reg is tered as
mem bers of the tribes and of fered sec tions of
the In dian land al lot ments. Af ter the gov ern -
ment opened Oklahoma for set tle ment more
blacks came seek ing free dom from south ern
op pres sion and for new op por tu ni ties in the
Prom ised Land. Of the more than 50 all black
towns, more than 20 were lo cated in the new
state, the more pros per ous were Boley and
Langston. 

Oklahoma his tory re-recorded
At tor ney B.C. Frank lin, one of the gen u ine

heroes in the af ter math of the race war heeded
the call to set tle into In dian Ter ri tory. He was
the fa ther of his to rian Dr. John Hope Frank lin,
who served as con sul tant schol ars for this re -
port and an ear lier in spi ra tion in my in quiry of
the riot. In his mem oirs at tor ney Frank lin
wrote of two men, whom he called “very rich
Ne groes” and the “great est lead ers”  — O.W.
Gur ley and J.B. Stradford. In 1908, Gur ley,
con structed the first build ing, a room ing house
and later the home of Vernon A.M.E. Church,
on a muddy trail that would be come the Black
Wall Street of Amer ica. Ac cord ing to B.C.
Frank lin, Gur ley bought 30 or 40 acres, plot ted 
them and had them sold to “Ne groes only.” At -
tor ney Frank lin’s ac count of the set tle ment of
Green wood, shat tered ear lier no tions of blacks
be ing forced in a sec tion of town. It now ap -

pears the di vi sion was self-imposed. “In the
end,” At tor ney Frank lin wrote, “Tulsa be came
one of the most sharply seg re gated cit ies in the
coun try.” One of the pos si ble er rors I find in the
re port is that Gur ley lost $65,000 in the riot. In -
deed, he is listed in City Com mis sion re ports of
hav ing lost $157,783. To day his for tune would
be worth more than $1 mil lion.

J.B. Stradford, would later join Gur ley on
Green wood, and build the fin est ho tel in the
city, val ued at $75,000. Be fore state hood, the
ter ri tory had been seen by blacks as not only the
Prom ised Land more no ta bly as the nation’s first
all-black state, E.P. McCabe was the lead ing ad vo -
cate of all-black towns and had mi grated from Kan -
sas and founded Langston, Oklahoma.  A for mer
Kan sas au di tor ac tive in Re pub li can pol i tics,
McCabe had also be come the as sis tant au di tor of
Oklahoma. He would lead a cru sade to press Pres i -
dent Benjamin Har ri son into bring ing  “In dian Ter ri -
tory” into the un ion as an all-black state. Against that 
back drop, Gur ley viewed his acres as a nat u ral ur ban 
evo lu tion from the ru ral trend of or ga niz ing black
towns. White Dem o crats pre pared for the State Con -
sti tu tional Con ven tion by us ing the black state hood
is sues and rac ist at tacks against their Re pub li can
“Nigger lov ing op po nents.” Both Dem o crats and
Re pub li cans would dis en fran chise blacks dur ing the
bal lot ing for con trol of the con ven tion. The Dem o -
crats won and some times with the Ku Klux Klan as
al lies main tains po lit i cal con trol of the state into the
mil len nium.  Af ter state hood the first bill passed by
the Oklahoma Leg is la ture was the in fa mous ‘Sen ate
Bill One’ that tightly seg re gated the state.

Stradford, and his friend A.J. Smitherman, pub -
lisher of the Tulsa Star news pa per, were brave te na -
cious ad vo cates on be half of their race. Af ter
Stradford was ac quit ted for vi o lat ing Oklahoma Jim
Crow laws, in 1912, the ho tel owner filed a law suit
in the State Su preme Court su ing the Mid land Val ley 
Rail road for false im pris on ment.  In a nar rowly in -
ter preted de ci sion the court opined the un con sti tu -
tion al ity of the Jim Crow law did not af fect the right
of the con duc tor to rely upon it. Sim i larly, the court
rested upon a case filed by E.P. McCabe chal leng ing
Oklahoma’s seg re ga tion dis miss ing the McCabe ar -
gu ment as ir rel e vant to the case. Four years later
Stradford pe ti tioned the Tulsa City Com mis sion
against its seg re ga tion ist or di nance that “such a law
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is to cast a stigma upon the col ored race in the eyes
of the world; and to sap the spirit of hope for jus tice
be fore the law from the race it self.” The Tulsa City
Or di nance would re main on the books un til the
civil rights move ment of the 1960s. From his
un pub lished mem oirs, Stradford was ac cused
as be ing an in sti ga tor of the riot, but con tended
he was not pres ent. He said ini tially the sher iff
con tacted him and other black lead ers for their
as sis tance in pro tect ing Rowland. How ever,
when they ar rived the sher iff said he could
han dle it and would call them when needed.
Thus, the men left. The court house mob grew
and there was no call to them for as sis tance.
Armed and filled with moon shine, the men re -
turned to the court house. Ac cord ing to
Stradford a white man at tempted in take a gun
from one of the blacks “our boys shot into the
crowd and a num ber were killed and wounded.
Un der the threat of lynch ing, Stradford es -
caped to In de pend ence, Kan sas and from there
to Chi cago, where his de scen dants re side to
this day.

A.J. Smitherman wrote pas sion ately about
the rights of blacks from the daily news pa per
col umns. In 1917, the brave and fear less pub -
lisher trav eled to Dewey, Oklahoma in the
mid dle of a race riot where a white mob had
pulled the ac cused from the jail, lynched him,
and burned the homes and busi nesses in the
black sec tion. His in ves ti ga tion led to the ar rest 
of 36 white men in clud ing the mayor. In 1918,
he stood with black farm ers and lo cal law of fi -
cers in Bristow avert ing a lynch ing of an in no -
cent black man ac cused of rap ing a white
woman. Smitherman was in volved in sim i lar
in ci dents in Beggs, Okmulgee, Haskell, and
Muskogee, Oklahoma. He and Stradford were
among the lead ing black cit i zens ar rested for
caus ing the riot. Both fled. Smitherman died in
Buf falo, New York af ter pub lish ing news pa -
pers there and in Spring field, Mas sa chu setts.
His de scen dants now live in Florida and North
Carolina. From my view there were black and
whites that stood gal lantly in face of a hos tile
com mu nity. Among those were Judge L. J.
Mar tin who called for rep a ra tions and set out to 
raise $500,000 from the city’s wealthy elite,
only to be ousted by the mayor from the city’s

wel fare com mit tee; Cyrus Avery, trea surer of
the re lief com mit tee who raised funds to house
and feed the black ref u gees; Maurice Wil low,
the Red Cross di rec tor whose work saved many
lives and through his ef fort food, shel ter, med i -
cal and hos pi tal care was pro vided; Frank lin,
Stradford, Gur ley, and Smitherman, afore men -
tioned in his re port. 
From my Mem ories of early oral his to ries of 

blue suits and Klan sheets
“I teach U.S. His tory and those de ci sions that

brought us to the riot,” Sey mour Wil liams my
high school his tory pro fes sor said to me 45
years ago. He and W.D. Wil liams (no re la tions)
for many years tu tored me on their ex pe ri ence
and prod ded oth ers of their gen er a tion to tell me
the story. “The riot is n’t known much by young
teach ers. Many were born af ter the riot and it
was banned by book pub lish ers, as much as U.S. 
his tory about blacks and slav ery. I could teach a
course on just what has been left out of his tory.”  
Why the si lence in our com mu nity? The old
man then in tro duced this stu dent to his as sess -
ment. “Blacks lost ev ery thing. They were afraid
it could hap pen again and there was no way to
tell the story. The two Ne gro news pa pers were
bombed. With the un kept prom ises, they were
too busy  just try ing to make it.” He added,
There were a lot of big shot rednecks at that
court house who ran the city and still do. Sinclair
Oil Com pany owned one of the air planes used to 
drop fire bombs on peo ple and build ings.” Po lite 
white peo ple want to ex cuse what hap pen as be -
ing caused by trou ble-making blacks and white
trash ruf fi ans. “Nope,” he said, not ing that
blacks did not like to talk about the riot. “The
kill ers were still run ning loose and they’re wear -
ing blue suits as well as Klan sheets.” Dur ing
that time, whites seek ing op por tu nity could not
cir cu late among the rich and pow er ful with out
Klan cre den tials. “Hell, Rob ert Hud son, the
law yer as signed to Rowland was a char ter mem -
ber of the Klan. In the af ter math of the riot,
where could Ne groes find jus tice?”  He fur ther
noted, “Lot of peo ple were killed. Many, many
Ne groes.”  I only viv idly re mem ber the sto ries
of Pro fes sor and Mr. W.D. The other 300 or
more voices have blended in to one es say. Still I
hold all their col lec tive an ger, fear, and hope.
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Rep a ra tion?
Rep a ra tions: It hap pened. There was mur -

der, false im pris on ment, forced la bor, a
cover-up, and lo cal pre ce dence for res ti tu tion.
While the of fi cial dam age was es ti mated at
$1.5 mil lion, the black com mu nity filed more
than $4 mil lion in claims. All were de nied.
How ever, the city com mis sion did ap proved
two claims ex ceed ing $5,000 “for guns and
am mu ni tion taken dur ing the ra cial dis tur -
bance of June 1.” In his mem oirs Stradford re -
called the guards acted like wild men. “The
mi li tia had been or dered to take charge, but in -
stead they joined the ri oter.” His view is sup -
ported by ac tion of the gov er nor in a con certed
ef fort to rid the Na tional Guard of the Ku Klux
Klan in 1922. The pre pon der ance of the in for -
ma tion de mands what was prom ised. Whether
it was  Ku Klux Klan in sti gated, land spec u la -
tor’s con spir acy, in spired by yel low jour nal -
ism, or ran dom acts, it hap pened. Jus tice

de mands a clo sure as it did with Jap a nese Amer -
i cans and Ho lo caust vic tims of Ger many. It is a
moral ob li ga tion. Tulsa was likely the first city
in the to be bombed from the air. There was a
pre ce dent of pay ments to at least two whites vic -
tims of the riot. The is sue to day is what gov ern -
ment en tity should pro vide fi nan cial re pair to
the sur vi vors and the con demned com mu nity
that suf fered un der vig i lante vi o lence? The Re -
port tells the story, let jus tice point the fin ger
and be gin the rec on cil i a tion!

And Finally
Vig i lantes un der dep u tized and un der the

color of law, de stroyed the Black Wall Street of
Amer ica. Some known vic tims were in un -
marked graves in a city owned cem e tery and
oth ers were hauled off to un known places in full
view of the Na tional Guard. The mob torched
the soul of the city, an evil  from which nei ther
whites nor blacks have fully re cov ered.
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Fi nal Re port of the Oklahoma Commission to Study 
The Tulsa Race Riot of 1921

Compiled by Danney Goble
The 1921 Tulsa Race Riot Com mis sion orig i -

nated in 1997 with House Joint Res o lu tion No.
1035. The act twice since has been amended, first 
in 1998, and again two years later. The fi nal re -
writ ing passed each leg is la tive cham ber in
March and be came law with Gov er nor Frank
Keating’s sig na ture on April 6, 2000.

In that form, the State of Oklahoma ex -
tended the com mis sion’s au thor ity be yond that 
orig i nally sched uled, to Feb ru ary 28, 2001.
The stat ute also charged the com mis sion to
pro duce, on that date, “a fi nal re port of its find -
ings and rec om men da tions” and to sub mit that
re port “in writ ing to the Gov er nor, the Speaker
of the House of Rep re sen ta tives, the Pres i dent
Pro Tem pore of the Sen ate, and the Mayor and
each mem ber of the City Coun cil of the City of
Tulsa, Oklahoma.”

This is that re port. It ac counts for and com -
pletes the work of the 1921 Tulsa Race Riot
Com mis sion.

A se ries of pa pers ac com pa nies the re port.
Some are writ ten by schol ars of na tional stat ure,
oth ers by ex perts of in ter na tional ac claim. Each
ad dresses at length and in depth is sues of ex -
pressed leg is la tive in ter est and mat ters of enor -
mous pub lic con se quence. As a group, they
com prise a uniquely spe cial and a uniquely sig nif -
i cant con tri bu tion that must be at tached to this re -
port and must be stud ied care fully along with it.

None the less, the sup port ing doc u ments are
not the re port, it self. The schol ars’ es says have
their pur poses; this com mis sion’s re port has an -
other. Its pur pose is con tained in the stat utes that 
first cre ated this com mis sion, that later ex tended 
its life, and that each time gave it the same set of
man dates. That is why this re port is an ac count -
ing, pre sented of fi cially and of fered pub licly, of
how Oklahoma’s 1921 Tulsa Race Riot Com -
mis sion has con ducted its busi ness and ad -
dressed its stat u tory ob li ga tions.

Its du ties were many, and each pre sented im -
pos ing chal lenges. Not least was the chal lenge
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of pre par ing this re port. Law makers sched uled
its dead line and de fined its pur pose, and this
re port meets their re quire ments. At the same
time, four years of in tense study and per sonal
sac ri fice surely en ti tle com mis sion mem bers to 
add their own ex pec ta tions. Com pletely rea -
son able and en tirely ap pro pri ate, their de sires
de serve a place in their re port as well.

To gether, then, both the law’s re quire ments
and the com mis sion ers’ re solves guide this re -
port. De signed to be both con cise and com -
plete, this is the re port that law re quires the
1921 Tulsa Race Riot Com mis sion to sub mit
to those who rep re sent the peo ple. De signed to
be both com pel ling and con vinc ing, this also is
the re port that the 1921 Tulsa Race Riot Com -
mis sion chooses to of fer the peo ple whom both 
law mak ers and the com mis sion ers serve.

w w w
The Com mis sion shall con sist of eleven

(11) mem bers . . . . 
The leg is la tive for mula for com mis sion

mem ber ship as sured it ap pro pri ate if un usual
com po si tion. As an of fi cial state in quiry, the
state’s in ter est was rep re sented through the ex -
ec u tive, leg is la tive, and ad min is tra tive
branches. The gov er nor was to ap point six
mem bers, three from names sub mit ted by the
Speaker of the House, three from nom i nees
pro vided by the Sen ate Pres i dent Pro Tem pore. 
Two state of fi cials — the di rec tors of the
Oklahoma Hu man Rights Com mis sion
(OHRC) and of the Oklahoma His tor i cal So ci -
ety (OHS) — also were to serve as ex officio
mem bers, ei ther per son ally or through their
designees.

Re flecting Tulsa’s ob vi ous in ter est, the res -
o lu tion di rected the city’s mayor to se lect the
com mis sion’s fi nal three mem bers. Sim i lar to
the gu ber na to rial ap point ments, they were to
come from names pro posed by Tulsa’s City
Com mis sion. One of the mayor’s ap point ees
had to be “a sur vi vor of the 1921 Tulsa Race
Riot in ci dent”; two had to be cur rent res i dents
of the his toric Green wood com mu nity, the area 
once dev as tated by the “in ci dent.”

The com mis sion be gan with two ex officio
mem bers and ended with two oth ers. Af ter
Gracie Monson re signed in March 2000, Ken -

neth Kendricks re placed her as OHRC’s in terim
di rec tor and its rep re sen ta tive to the com mis -
sion. Blake Wade di rected the his tor i cal so ci ety
un til Dr. Bob Blackburn suc ceeded him in 1999. 
Blackburn had been Wade’s des ig nated rep re -
sen ta tive to the com mis sion any way. In fact, the
com mis sion had made him its chair man, a po si -
tion he would hold un til June 2000.

Gov er nor Frank Keating’s six ap point ees in -
cluded two leg is la tors, each from a dif fer ent
cham ber, each from an op po site party, each a
for mer his tory teacher.  Dem o crat Abe
Deutschendorf’s par tic i pa tion in the de bate over 
the orig i nal house res o lu tion ech oed his lin ger -
ing in ter est in his tory and fore told his fu ture de -
vo tion to this in quiry. As a his tory teacher,
Rob ert Milacek had in cluded Tulsa’s race riot in 
his classes. Lit tle did he know that he, him self,
would con trib ute to that his tory as a Re pub li can
leg is la tor, but he has.

Gov er nor Keating turned to met ro pol i tan
Tulsa for two ap point ees. T. D. “Pete”
Churchwell’s fa ther ser viced Af ri can-American
busi nesses in the Green wood dis trict, and
Churchwell has main tained con cern for that com -
mu nity and with the 1921 riot that nearly de -
stroyed it. He was Blackburn’s re place ment as
chair man dur ing the com mis sion’s clos ing
months. Al though born in Oklahoma City, Jim
Lloyd and his fam ily moved to Turley (the com -
mu nity just north of Green wood) when he was
three. Raised in Tulsa, he grad u ated from Na than
Hale and the Uni ver sity of Tulsa’s Col lege of
Law. He now prac tices law in Sand Springs and
lives in Tulsa.

The gov er nor’s other ap point ees en tered the
in quiry less with geo graph ical than with pro fes -
sional con nec tions to Tulsa and its his tory. Cur -
r ie  Bal lard l ives  in  Coyle  and serves
neigh bor ing Langston Uni ver sity as his to -
rian-in-residence. Holding a grad u ate de gree in
his tory, Jimmie White teaches it and heads the
so cial sci ence di vi sion for Connors State Col -
lege.

Tulsa Mayor Su san Sav age ap pointed the
com mis sion’s fi nal three mem bers. If only five in 
1921, Joe Burns met the law’s re quire ment that
one may oral ap pointee be a sur vi vor of the 1921
“in ci dent.” He brought the com mis sion not faint
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child hood mem o ries but sea soned wis dom
rooted in eight de cades of life in the Green wood 
com mu nity and with Green wood’s peo ple.

As the res o lu tion spec i fied, Mayor Sav age’s 
other two ap point ees live in con tem po rary
Green wood, but nei ther took a di rect route to
get there. Eddie Faye Gates’s path be gan in
Pres ton, Oklahoma, passed through Al a bama’s 
Tuskegee In sti tute, and criss crossed two con ti -
nents be fore it reached Tulsa in 1968. She
spent the next twenty-four years teach ing its
young sters and has de voted years since re -
search ing and writ ing her own mem oirs and
her  com mu nity’s  his tory.  Vivian
Clark-Adams’s route took nearly as many
twists and turns, pass ing through one mil i tary
base af ter an other un til her fa ther re tired and
the fam ily came to Oklahoma in 1961. Trained
at the Uni ver sity of Tulsa, Dr. Vivian
Clark-Adams serves Tulsa Com mu nity Col -
lege as chair of the lib eral arts di vi sion for its
south east cam pus.

In the No vem ber 1997, or ga niz ing meet ing,
com mis sion ers voted to hire cler i cal as sis tants
and ex pert con sul tants through the OHS. (The
leg is la ture had added $50,000 to the agency’s
base ap pro pri a tions for just such pur poses.)
They then sched uled their sec ond meet ing for
De cem ber 5 to ac com mo date the most ap pro -
pri ate and most em i nent of all pos si ble au thor i -
ties.

John Hope Frank lin is the son of Green wood 
at tor ney B. C. Frank lin, a grad u ate of Tulsa’s
Booker T. Wash ing ton High School (Fisk and
Har vard, too), and James B. Duke Pro fes sor of
His tory Emer i tus at Duke Uni ver sity. Re cip i -
ent of scores of ac a demic and lit er ary awards,
not to men tion more than a hun dred hon or ary
doc tor ates, Frank lin came back for an other
honor. He re ceived the Peggy V. Helmerich
Dis tin guished Au thor Award on De cem ber 4
and stayed to meet and help the com mis sion on 
the fifth.

Com mis sioners were de lighted to learn that
Frank lin was anx ious to serve, even if he con -
fessed the con tri bu tions lim ited by age (he was
eighty-two at the time) and other ob li ga tions.
They en thu si as ti cally made John Hope Frank -
lin their first con sul tant, and they in stantly took 

his ad vice for an other. Dr. Scott Ellsworth, a na -
tive Tulsan now liv ing in Or e gon, was a Duke
grad u ate who al ready had writ ten a highly re -
garded study of the riot. Ellsworth be came the
sec ond con sul tant cho sen; he there af ter
emerged first in im por tance.

As its work grew steadily more ex act ing and
steadily more spe cial ized, the com mis sion
turned to more ex perts. Le gal schol ars,
archeologists, an thro pol o gists, fo ren sic spe cial -
ists, geo phys i cists — all of these and more
blessed this com mis sion with tech ni cal ex per -
tise im pos si ble to match and un imag in able oth -
er wise. As a re search group, they brought a
breadth of vi sion and a depth of train ing that
made Oklahoma’s com mis sion a model of state
in quiry.

Ten con sul tants even tu ally pro vided them ex -
pert ad vice, but the com mis sion ers al ways ex -
pected to de pend mostly on their own re sources,
maybe with just a lit tle help from just a few of
their friends. In ter ested OHS em ploy ees were a
likely source. Sure enough, a half-dozen or so
pitched in to search the agency’s li brary and ar -
chives for riot-related ma te ri als.

That was help ap pre ci ated, if not en tirely un -
ex pected. What was sur pris ing — stun ning, re -
ally — was some thing else that hap pened in
Oklahoma City. As the com mis sion’s work at -
tracted in ter est and gath ered mo men tum, Bob
Blackburn no ticed some thing odd: an un usual
num ber of peo ple were vol un teer ing to work at
the his tor i cal so ci ety. Plain, or di nary cit i zens,
maybe forty or fifty of them, had asked to help
the com mis sion as un paid re search ers in the
OHS col lec tions.

At about that time, Dick Warner de cided that
he had better start mak ing notes on the phone
calls he was field ing for the Tulsa County His -
tor i cal So ci ety. Peo ple were call ing in, want ing
to con trib ute to the in quiry, and they just kept
call ing. Af ter two months, his log listed en tries
for 148 lo cal calls. Mean while, Scott Ellsworth
was back in Or e gon, writ ing down in for ma tion
vol un teered by some of the three hun dred call ers 
who had reached him by long dis tance. 

Most com mis sion meet ings were in Tulsa,
each open to any and all. Oklahoma’s Open
Meet ings Law re quired no less, but this com -
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mis sion’s spe cial na ture yielded much more. It
seemed that ev ery time the com mis sion ers met
at least one per son (usu ally sev eral) greeted
them with at least some thing (usu ally a lot) that 
the com mis sion needed.

In cluded were re cords and pa pers long pre -
sumed lost, if their ex is tence had been known
at all. Some were of fi cial doc u ments, pulled
to gether and packed away years ear lier. Un -
covered and ex am ined, they took the com mis -
sion back in time, back to the years just be fore
and just af ter 1921. Some were musty le gal re -
cords saved from the shred ders. Briefs filed,
dock ets set, law suits de cided — each opened
an av e nue into an other cor ner of his tory. Pages
af ter pages laid open the city com mis sion’s de -
lib er a tions and de ci sions as they af fected the
Green wood area. Over looked re cords from the
Na tional Guard of fered over looked per spec -
tives and il lu mi nated them with mis placed cor -
re spon dence, lost af ter-action re ports, ob scure
field man u als, and self-typed ac counts from
men who were on duty at the riot. Maybe there
was a fam ily’s trea sured col lec tion of yel lowed 
news pa per clip pings; an en ve lope of faded
pho to graphs; a few care fully folded let ters, all
hand writ ten, each dated 1921.

One mean ing of all of this is ob vi ous, so ob -
vi ous that this re port pauses to af firm it.

Many have ques tioned why or even if any -
one would be in ter ested now in events that
hap pened in one city, one time, one day, long
ago. What busi ness did to day’s state law mak -
ers have in some thing so old, so lo cal, and so
de servedly for got ten? Surely no one cares, not
any more. 

An an swer co mes from hun dreds and hun -
dreds of voices. They tell us that what hap -
pened in 1921 in Tulsa is as alive to day as it
was back then. What hap pened in Tulsa stays
as im por tant and re mains as un re solved to day
as in 1921. What hap pened there still ex erts its
power over peo ple who never lived in Tulsa at
all.

How else can one ex plain the thou sands of
hours vol un teered by hun dreds of peo ple, all to 
get this story told and get it told right? How
else can one ex plain the re gional, na tional,
even in ter na tional at ten tion that has been con -

cen trated on a few short hours of a mid-sized
city’s his tory?

As the in tro duc tory pa per by Drs. Frank lin
and Ellsworth re counts, the Tulsa di sas ter went
largely un ac knowl edged for a half-century or
more. Af ter a while, it was largely for got ten.
Even tually it be came largely un known. So
hushed was men tion of the sub ject that many
pro nounced it the fi nal vic tim of a con spir acy,
this a con spir acy of si lence.

That si lence is shat tered, ut terly and per ma -
nently shat tered. What ever else this com mis sion 
has achieved or will achieve, it al ready has made 
that pos si ble. Re gional, na tional, and in ter na -
tional me dia made it cer tain. The Dal las Morn -
ing News, the Los An geles Times, the New York
Times, Na tional Pub lic Ra dio (NPR), ev ery
Amer i can broad cast tele vi sion net work, ca ble
out lets de liv er ing Cinemax and the His tory
Chan nel to North Amer ica, the Brit ish Broad -
cast ing Cor po ra tion — this merely be gins the
at ten tion that the me dia fo cused upon this com -
mis sion and its in quiry. Many ap proached it in
depth (NPR twice has made it the fea tured daily
broad cast). Most re turned to it re peat edly (the
New York Times had car ried at least ten ar ti cles
as of Feb ru ary 2000). All con sid ered it vi tal
pub lic in for ma tion.

Some — in clud ing some com mis sion mem -
bers — thought at least some of the cov er age
was at least some what un bal anced. They may
have had a point, but that is not the point.

Here is the point: The 1921 Tulsa Race Riot
Com mis sion is pleased to re port that this past
trag edy has been ex ten sively aired, that it is now 
re mem bered, and that it will never again be un -
known.

W w w 
The Com mis sion shall un der take a study to

[in clude] the iden ti fi ca tion of per sons. . . .
No one is cer tain how many par tic i pated in

the 1921 riot. No one is cer tain how many suf -
fered how much for how long. Cer tainty is re -
served for a sin gle quan ti fi able fact. Ev ery year
there re main fewer and fewer who ex pe ri enced
it per son ally.

Leg is la tion au tho riz ing this com mis sion di -
rected that it seek and lo cate those sur vi vors.
Spe cifically, it was to iden tify any per son able to 
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“pro vide ad e quate proof to the Com mis sion”
that he or she was an “ac tual res i dent” of “the
‘Green wood’ area or com mu nity” at the time
of the riot. The com mis sion was also to iden -
tify any per son who oth er wise “sus tained an
iden ti fi able loss . . . re sult ing from the . . . 1921
Tulsa Race Riot.”

Some con sid ered this the com mis sion’s
most dif fi cult as sign ment, some its most im -
por tant duty, some its most com pel ling pur -
pose. They all were right, and had Eddie Faye
Gates not as sumed per sonal and ex pe ri enced
re spon si bil ity for that man date, this com mis -
sion might have lit tle to re port. Be cause she
did, how ever, it prin ci pally re ports what she
and those who worked with her were able to
ac com plish in the com mis sion’s name.

Com mis sioner Gates’s pres ence gave this
com mis sion a con sid er able and wel comed
head start. She al ready had in cluded sev eral
riot vic tims among the early pi o neers whom
she had in ter viewed for They Came Searching: 
How Blacks Sought the Prom ised Land in
Tulsa. The book fin ished, she had an in for mal
list of sur vi vors, but the list kept chang ing.
Death erased one name af ter an other. Oth ers
ap peared. Many were of old peo ple who had
left Oklahoma years, even de cades, ago; but
she heard about them and pa tiently tracked
them down. As law mak ers were au tho riz ing
this in quiry, the count stood at thir teen, nine -
teen if all the leads even tu ally panned out. No
one pre sumed that even nine teen was close to
fi nal, but no one knew what the ac cu rate to tal
might be ei ther.

At its very first or ga niz ing meet ing on No -
vem ber 14, 1997, this com mis sion es tab lished
a “sub com mit tee on sur vi vors,” headed by
Com mis sioner Gates and in clud ing Com mis -
sioner Burns and Dr. Clark-Adams. From that
mo ment on ward, that sub com mit tee has ag -
gres sively and cre atively pur sued ev ery pos si -
ble av e nue to iden tify ev ery pos si ble sur vi vor.

Let ters sent over Dr. Ellsworth’s sig na ture
to Jet and Eb ony mag a zines urged read ers to
con tact the com mis sion if they knew of any
pos si bil i ties. From Gale’s Di rec tory of Pub li -
ca tions, Com mis sioner Gates tar geted the na -
tion’s lead ing Af ri can-American news pa pers

(pa pers like the Chi cago De fender and the
Pitts burgh Cou rier), ap peal ing pub licly for sur -
vi vors or to any one who might know of one. The 
com mis sion’s website, cre ated and main tained
by the Oklahoma His tor i cal So ci ety, prom i -
nently de clared a de ter mi na tion to iden tify and
reg is ter ev ery sur vi vor, ev ery where. For af fir -
ma tion, it posted the of fi cial forms used as the
sub com mit tee’s re cords, in clud ing in struc tions
for their com ple tion and sub mis sion.

An old-fashioned, in tensely per sonal web
turned out to be more pro duc tive than the thor -
oughly mod ern, en tirely elec tronic Internet.
Like his tor i cal com mu ni ties ev ery where, mod -
ern Green wood main tains a rich, if in for mal, so -
cial net work. Some times di rectly, some times
dis tantly, it con nects Green wood’s peo ple,
some times young, some times old. An choring its 
in ter stices are the com mu nity’s lon gest res i -
dents, its most ac tive cit i zens, and its most
prom i nent lead ers.

One qual ity or an other would de scribe some
mem bers of this com mis sion. Af ter all, these are 
the very qual i fi ca tions that law mak ers re quired
for their ap point ments. Oth ers share those same
qual i ties and a pas sion for their com mu nity’s
his tory as well. Curtis Law son, Rob er t
Littlejohn, Hannibal John son, Dr. Charles
Chris to pher, Mable Rice, Keith Jemison, Rob ert 
and Blanchie Mayes — all are ac tive in the
North Tulsa His tor i cal So ci ety, all are some of
the com mu nity’s most re spected cit i zens, and
all are among this com mis sion’s most valu able
as sets.

The ini tial pub lished no tices had early re sults. 
Slowly they be gan to com pound upon them -
selves. The first sto ries in the na tional and in ter -
na tional me dia in tro duced a mul ti ply ing fac tor.
There af ter, each burst of press at ten tion seemed
to in crease what was hap pen ing geo met ri cally.
Peo ple were con tact ing com mis sion ers, some
com ing for ward as sur vi vors, more sug gest ing
where or how they might be found. Names came 
in, first a light sprin kle, next a shower, then a
down pour, fi nally a flood.

Old city di rec to ries, cen sus re ports, and other
re cords ver i fied some claims, but they could
con firm only so much. Af ter all, these peo ple
had been chil dren, some of them in fants, back in 
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1921. Af ter eighty years, could any one re mem -
ber the kind of de tails — ad dresses, tele phone
num bers, prop erty de scrip tions, rental agree -
ments, busi ness lo ca tions — some one else
could ver ify with of fi cial doc u ments? Not
likely. In fact, these were ex actly the kind of
peo ple most likely to have been ig nored or lost
in ev ery pub lic re cord. Of fi cially, they might
have never ex isted.

Ex cept that they did, and one who looked
long enough and hard enough and pa tiently
enough could con firm it — that is, if one knew
where to look and whom to ask.

That is what hap pened. Name-by-name,
some one found some body who ac tu ally knew
each per son. In fact, that is how many names
sur faced: a cred i ble fig ure in the com mu nity
knew how to find older rel a tives, for mer neigh -
bors, or de parted friends. Oth ers could be con -
firmed with equal au thor ity. Maybe some one
knew the claim ant’s fam ily or knew some one
that did. If a per son claimed to be kin to some -
one or of fered some small de tail, surely some -
one else knew that rel a tive or re mem bered the
same de tail as well. Some of those de tails
might even be ver i fied through of fi cial doc u -
ments.

It was a nec es sary pro cess but slow and del i -
cate, too. As of June 1998, twenty-nine sur vi -
vors had been iden ti fied, con tacted, and
reg is tered. (The num ber did not in clude six -
teen iden ti fied as de scen dants of riot vic tims.)
It took an other four teen months for the to tal to
reach sixty-one. It would have been higher, ex -
cept that three of the first twenty-nine had died
in those months. This dead line had an om i nous
and com pel ling mean ing.

Work im me di ately shifted through higher
gears. In March 2000, the iden ti fi ca tion pro -
cess fin ished for forty-one sur vi vors then liv -
ing in or near Tulsa. Just a few more still
needed to be con tacted. The real work re main -
ing, how ever, in volved a re mark able num ber
of sur vi vors who had turned up out side of
Oklahoma. Fol low ing a re cent flurry of me dia
at ten tion, more than sixty out-of-state sur vi -
vors had been lo cated. They lived ev ery where
from Cal i for nia to Florida, one in Paris,
France!

All of that work is com plete. As the com mis -
sion sub mits its re port, 118 per sons have been
iden ti fied, con tacted, and reg is tered as liv ing
sur vi vors of the 1921 Tulsa Race Riot. (An other
176 per sons also have been reg is tered as de scen -
dants of riot vic tims.)

The 1921 Tulsa Race Riot Com mis sion
thereby has dis charged the man date re gard ing
the iden ti fi ca tion of per sons.

W
The Com mis sion shall . . . gather in for ma tion, 

iden tify and in ter view wit nesses . . . , pre serve
tes ti mony and re cords ob tained, [and] ex am ine
and copy doc u ments . . . hav ing his tor i cal sig nif -
i cance.

What ever else this com mis sion al ready has
achieved or soon will in spire, one ac com plish -
ment will re main in def i nitely. Un til re cently, the 
Tulsa race riot has been the most im por tant least
known event in the state’s en tire his tory. Even
the most re source ful of schol ars stum bled as
they neared it for it was dimly lit by ev i dence
and the ev i den tiary re cord faded more with ev -
ery pass ing year.

That is not now and never will be true again.
These few hours — from start to fin ish, the ac -
tual riot con sumed less than six teen hours —
may now com prise the most thor oughly doc u -
mented mo ments ever to have oc curred in
Oklahoma. This com mis sion’s work and the
doc u men tary re cord it leaves be hind shines
upon them a light too bright to ig nore.

The Oklahoma His tor i cal So ci ety was search -
ing its ex ist ing ma te ri als and ag gres sively pur -
su ing more be fore this com mis sion ever
as sem bled. By the No vem ber 1997, or ga niz ing
meet ing, Bob Blackburn was ready to an nounce
that the so ci ety al ready had or dered prints from
ev ery known source of ev ery known pho to graph 
taken of the riot. He was con tact ing ev ery ma jor
ar chi val de pos i tory and re search li brary in the
coun try to re quest cop ies of any riot-related ma -
te ri als they might hold them selves. Ex pe ri enced 
OHS pro fes sion als were set to re search im por -
tant but here to fore ne glected court and mu nic i -
pal re cords.

This was news wel comed by com mis sion
mem bers. It as sured early mo men tum for the job 
ahead, and it com ple mented work that some of
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them were al ready do ing. Eddie Faye Gates,
for one, had pulled out ev ery tran script of ev -
ery in ter view that she had made with a riot wit -
ness, and she was anx ious to make more. Jim
Lloyd was an other. Lloyd al ready had found
and cop ied tran scripts from ear lier in ter views,
in clud ing some with Tulsa po lice of fi cers pres -
ent at the riot. He also had a hunch that a fel low 
who knew his way around a court house just
might turn up all sorts of in for ma tion.

That is how it be gan, but that was just the be -
gin ning. In the months ahead, Larry O’Dell
and other OHS em ploy ees pa tiently ex ca vated
moun tains of in for ma tion, one peb ble at a
time, as it were. They then pieced to gether tiny
bits of fact, care fully fit ting one to an other.
One by one, com pleted puz zles emerged. Ar -
ranged in dif fer ent di men sions, they made
magic: a vi sion of Green wood long since van -
ished.

Mas ter maps, both of the com mu nity on the
eve of the riot and of the post-riot res i due, iden -
ti fied ev ery sin gle piece of prop erty. For each
par cel, a map dis played any struc ture pres ent,
its owner and its use. If com mer cial, what
firms were there, who owned them, what busi -
nesses they were in. If res i den tial, whether it
was rented or owned. If the for mer, the land -
lord’s name. If the lat ter, whether it was mort -
gaged (if so, to whom and en cum bered by what 
debt.) For both, lists iden ti fied each of its oc cu -
pants by name.

It was not magic; it was more. Larry O’Dell
had re built Green wood from re cords he and
other re search ers had ex am ined and col lected
for the com mis sion. Ev ery build ing per mit
granted, ev ery war ranty deed re corded, ev ery
prop erty ap praisal or dered, ev ery dam age
claim filed, ev ery death cer tif i cate is sued, ev -
ery burial re cord main tained — the com mis -
sion had cop ies of ev ery sin gle re cord re lated
to Green wood at the time of the riot.

Some it had only be cause Jim Lloyd was
right. Able to nav i gate a court house, he ran
across com plete re cords for some 150 civil
suits filed af ter the race riot. No one re mem -
bered that they even ex isted; they had been
mis placed for thirty-five years. When Jim

Lloyd un cov ered and saved them, they were
sched uled for rou tine shred ding.

The com mis sion gath ered the most pri vate of
doc u ments as well. Ev ery form reg is ter ing ev -
ery sur vi vor bears notes re cord ing in for ma tion
taken from ev ery one of 118 per sons. With
Kavin Ross op er at ing the cam era, Eddie Faye
Gates vid eo taped in ter views with about half of
the sur vi vors. Each is avail able on one of nine
cas settes pre served by the com mis sion; full
tran scripts are be ing com pleted for all. Sym pa -
thetic col lec tors turned over tran scripts of an -
other fifty or more. Some had been packed away 
for twenty, even thirty years.

Oth ers, in clud ing sev eral re source ful am a teur 
his to ri ans, re pro duced and gave the com mis sion 
what amounted to com plete doc u men tary col -
lec tions. There were sets of mu nic i pal re cords,
files from state agen cies, re ports kept by so cial
ser vices, press clip pings care fully bound, pri -
vately owned pho to graphs never pub licly seen.

Peo ple who had de voted years to the study of
one or more as pects of the riot sup plied ev i -
dence they had found and pre sented con clu sions 
they had reached. Beryl Ford fol lowed the com -
mis sion’s work as a Tulsan leg end ary for his de -
vo tion to his city and its his tory. Wil liam
O’Brien at tended nearly ev ery com mis sion
meet ing, some times to ask ques tions, some -
times to an swer them, once to de liver his own
full re port on the riot. Rob ert Norris pre pared
smaller, oc ca sional re ports on mil i tary top ics.
He also dug up and turned over files from Na -
tional Guard re cords. Oth ers lo cated af fi da vits
filed with the State Su preme Court. The mil i tary 
re ports usu ally had been pre sumed lost; the le -
gal pa pers al ways had been as sumed un im por -
tant.

Com mis sioners were sur prised to re ceive so
much new ev i dence and pleased to see that it
con trib uted so much. They were de lighted to
note that so much came from black sources, that
it doc u mented black ex pe ri ences and re corded
black ob ser va tions.

It had not al ways been that way. Too many
early jour nal ists and his to ri ans had dis missed
black sources as un re li able. Too few early li -
brar i ans and ar chi vists had pre served black
sources as im por tant. Both thereby con demned
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later writ ers and schol ars to a never end ing
game of hide-and-go-seek, the rules rigged so
no one could win.

This com mis sion’s work changes the game
for ever. Ev ery fu ture scholar will have ac cess
to ev ery thing ev ery one ever had when the orig -
i nal source was white. In fact, they will have a
lot more of it. They also will have more from
sources few had be fore when the orig i nal
source was black.

Be cause they will, the com mu nity fu ture
schol ars will be hold and the prop erty they will
de scribe was a com mu nity of black peo ple, oc -
cu pied by black peo ple. The pub lic re cords
they will ex am ine in volved black peo ple and
af fected black peo ple. Ob jects they will touch
came from black peo ple. In ter views they will
hear and tran scripts they will read were re -
corded from black peo ple. The ev i dence they
will ex plore re veals ex pe ri ences of black peo -
ple.

Con sider what so much new in for ma tion
and what so many new sources can mean for
fu ture his to ri ans. Con sider what it al ready has
meant for one.

Read closely Scott Ellsworth’s ac com pa ny -
ing es say, “The Tulsa Riot,” a rather sim ple ti -
tle, as ti tles go. Much more so phis ti cated is the
ti tle he gave the book he wrote in 1982, Death
in a Prom ised Land: The Tulsa Race Riot of
1921.

It is fair that they have dif fer ent ti tles. They
tell some what dif fer ent sto ries in some what
dif fer ent ways. The chief dif fer ence is that the
one ti tled so sim ply tells a tale much more so -
phis ti cated.

For one thing, it is lon ger. The re port at -
tached here filled 115 typed pages in the tell -
ing; the com pa ra ble por tion of the book prints
en tirely in 25 pages. The re port has to be lon ger 
be cause it has more to re port, sto ries not told in
the first tell ing. It of fers more be cause it draws
upon more ev i dence. The re port packs 205
foot notes with ci ta tions for its story; 50 did the
job for the first one.

Within that last dif fer ence is the dif fer ence
that causes ev ery other dif fer ence. To write
this re port, Scott Ellsworth used ev i dence he
did not have — no one had it — as re cently as

1982. He cites that new ev i dence at least 148
times. He had in for ma tion from black sources
ac ces si ble now be cause of this com mis sion.
That  knowl edge con t r ib  uted to  Scot t
Ellsworth’s ci ta tions from black news pa pers,
black in ter views, or black writ ings. He cites
black sources at least 272 times.

No won der the two are dif fer ent. From now
on, ev ery thing can be dif fer ent. They al most
have to be.

Be fore there was this com mis sion, much was
known about the Tulsa race riot. More was un -
known. It was bur ied some where, lost some -
where, or some where un dis cov ered. No lon ger.
Old re cords have been re opened, miss ing files
have been re cov ered, new sources have been
found. Still be ing as sem bled and pro cessed by
the Oklahoma His tor i cal So ci ety, their to tal vol -
ume passed ten thou sand pages some time ago
and well may reach twenty thou sand by the time
ev ery thing is done.

The di men sions of twenty thou sand pages can 
be mea sured phys i cally. Placed side-by-side,
they would reach across at least ten yards of li -
brary shelv ing, fill ing ev ery inch with new in -
for ma tion. The sig nif i cance of these twenty
thou sand pages has to be gauged ver ti cally and
met a phor i cally though. Stacked high, they
amount to a tower of new knowl edge. Ris ing to
reach a new per spec tive, they of fer vi sions
never seen be fore.

The 1921 Tulsa Race Riot Com mis sion
thereby has dis charged the man date to gather
and pre serve a re cord of his tor i cal sig nif i cance.

w w w
The Com mis sion shall . . . de velop a his tor i cal 

re cord of the 1921 Tulsa Race Riot . . . .
The com mis sion’s first sub stan tive de ci sion

was to greet this ob li ga tion with a se ries of ques -
tions, and there was com pel ling rea son why.
Eighty years af ter the fact, al most as many un re -
solved ques tions sur round the race riot as did in
1921 — maybe even more. Com mis sioners
knew that no “his tor i cal re cord” would be com -
plete un less it an swered the most en dur ing of
those ques tions — or ex plain why not. That was
rea son enough for a sec ond de ci sion: Com mis -
sioners agreed to seek con sul tants, re spected
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schol ars, and other ex perts to in ves ti gate those
ques tions and of fer an swers.

Their find ings fol low im me di ately, all with -
out change or com ment, each just as the com -
mis sion re ceived it. Ac com panying pa pers
pres ent what schol ars and oth ers con sider the
best an swers to hard ques tions. The re ports de -
fine their ques tions, ei ther di rectly or im plic -
itly, and usu ally ex plain why they need
an swers. The au thors give an swers, but they
pres ent them with only the con fi dence and ex -
actly the pre ci sion they can jus tify. Most re -
trace the route they fol lowed to reach their
po si tions. All ad vance their po si tions openly.
If they sense them selves in hos tile ter ri tory,
some stake their ground and de fend it.

The com mis sion ers har bor no il lu sion that
ev ery reader will ac cept their ev ery an swer to
ev ery ques tion. They know better. Why should 
ev ery one else? None of them do. All eleven
have res er va tions, some here, some there.
Some dis pute this point; some deny that one.
Some sug gest other pos si bil i ties. Some in sist
upon po si tions squarely op po site the schol ars’.

None of that mat ters. How ever they di vide
over spe cif ics, they also are united on prin ci -
ples. Should any be in need, they en dorse and
rec om mend the route they took to reach their
own con sen sus. The way around an en raged
show down and the short est path to a re spon si -
ble so lu tion is the line that passes through
points ahead. Each point marks a big ques tion
and an im por tant an swer. Study them care -
fully.

What was the to tal value of prop erty de -
stroyed in the Tulsa race riot, both in 1921’s
dol lars and in to day’s? Larry O’Dell has the
num bers. Any one of them could be a lit tle off,
prob a bly none by very much. Could a law yer
ar gue, and might a judge de cree, that cit i zens
liv ing now had a duty to make that good, had to 
re pay those losses, all be cause of some thing
that hap pened eighty years ago? Al fred Brophy 
can make the case, and he does.

Over eight de cades, some Tulsans (mostly
black Tulsans) have in sisted that whites at -
tacked Green wood from the air, even bombed
it from mil i tary air planes. Other Tulsans
(mostly white Tulsans)have de nied those

claims; many have never even heard them. In a
sense, it is a black-or-white ques tion, but Rich -
ard S. Warner dem on strates that it has no
black-or-white an swer.

He proves it ab so lutely false that mil i tary
planes could have em ployed mil i tary weap ons on 
Green wood. He also proves it ab so lutely true that 
ci vil ian air craft did fly over the riot area. Some
were there for po lice re con nais sance, some for
pho tog ra phy, some for other le git i mate pur poses. 
He also thinks it rea son able to be lieve that oth ers
had less in no cent use. It is prob a ble that shots
were fired and that in cen di ary de vices were
dropped, and these would have con trib uted to
riot-related deaths or de struc tion. How much? No 
one will ever know: His tory per mits no
black-or-white an swer.

Can mod ern sci ence bring light to old, dark
ru mors about a mass grave, at least one, prob a -
bly more, some where in Tulsa? Could those ru -
mors be true? If true, where is one? Rob ert L.
Brooks and Alan H. Witten have an swers. Yes,
sci ence can ad dress those ru mors. Yes, there are
many rea sons to be lieve that mass graves ex ist.
Where? They can point pre cisely to the sin gle
most likely spot. They can ex plain why sci en -
tists set tle on that one — ex plain it clearly
enough and com pletely enough to con vince
non-scientists, too. With out mak ing a scratch on 
the ground, they can mea sure how deep it has to
be, how thick, how wide, how long. Were the
site to be ex humed and were it to yield hu man
re mains, what would any one learn? Quite a bit if 
Lesley Rankin-Hill and Phoebe Stubblefield
were to ex am ine them.

How many peo ple were killed, any way? At
the time, care ful cal cu la tions var ied al most as
much as did pure guesses — forty, fifty, one
hun dred, two hun dred, three hun dred, maybe
more. Af ter a while, it be came hard to dis tin -
guish the cal cu la tions from the guesses. By
now, the re cord has be come so mud died that
even the most care ful and thor ough sci en tific in -
ves ti ga tion can of fer no more than a pre lim i nary 
pos si ble an swer.

Clyde Col lins Snow’s in quiry is just as care -
ful and just as thor ough as one might ex pect
from this fo ren sic an thro pol o gist of in ter na -
tional rep u ta tion, and pre lim i nary is the word
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that he in sists upon for his find ings. By the
most con ser va tive of all pos si ble meth ods, he
can iden tify thirty-eight riot vic tims, and he
pro vides the cause of death and the burial site
for each of them. He even gives us the names of 
all but the four burned be yond rec og ni tion.

That last fact is their de fin ing el e ment.
Thirty-eight is only the num ber of dead that
Snow can iden tify in di vid u ally. It says noth ing
of those who lost their lives in the vi cious riot
and lost their per sonal iden ti ties in re cords
never kept or later de stroyed. An ac cu rate
death count would just be gin at thirty-eight; it
might end well into the hun dreds. Snow ex -
plains why as many as 150 might have to be
added for one rea son, 18 more for an other rea -
son. What nei ther he nor any one can ever know 
is how many to add for how many rea sons.
That is why there will never be a better an swer
to the ques tion of how many died than this:
How many? Too many.

For some ques tions there will never be an -
swers even that pre cise. Open for eighty years
and open now, they will re main open for ever
be cause they are too large to be filled by the ev -
i dence at hand.

Some of the hard est ques tions sur round the
ev i dence, it self. Ev i dence amount ing to per -

sonal state ments — things said to have been
seen, heard, or oth er wise ob served — raises an
en tire set of ques tions in it self. Surely some
state ments are more cred i ble than oth ers, but
how cred i ble is that? Most ev i dence is in com -
plete; it may be sug ges tive but is it dispositive?
Ev i dence of ten in spires in fer ence, but is the in -
fer ence rea son able or even pos si ble? Ev i dence
is usu ally am big u ous, does it mean this or does it 
mean that? Al most ev ery piece of ev i dence re -
quires an in ter pre ta tion, but is only one in ter pre -
ta tion pos si ble? Re spon si bil ities will be
as signed, de ci sions will be eval u ated, judg -
ments will be of fered — on what ba sis?

These are not idle ac a demic mus ings. On the
con trary: This small set of ques tions ex plains
why so many spe cific ques tions re main open.
They ex plain how peo ple — rea son able,
fair-minded, well-intended peo ple — can dis -
agree so of ten about so much.

Con sider a ques tion as old as the riot it self. At
the time, many said that this was no spon ta ne ous 
erup tion of the rab ble; it was planned and ex e -
cuted by the elite. Quite a few peo ple — in clud -
ing some mem bers of this com mis sion — have
since stud ied the ques tion and are per suaded that 
this is so, that the Tulsa race riot was the re sult
of a con spir acy. This is a se ri ous po si tion and a
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prov able po si tion — if one looks at cer tain ev i -
dence in cer tain ways.

Oth ers — again, in clud ing mem bers of this
com mis sion — have stud ied the same ques tion
and ex am ined the same ev i dence, but they have
looked at it in dif fer ent ways. They see there no
proof of con spir acy. Self ish de sires surely. Aw -
ful ef fects cer tainly. But not a con spir acy. Both
sides have ev i dence that they con sider con vinc -
ing, but nei ther side can con vince the other.

An other nag ging ques tion in volves the role of
the Ku Klux Klan. Ev ery one who has stud ied the
riot agrees that the Klan was pres ent in Tulsa at
the time of the riot and that it had been for some
time. Ev ery one agrees that within months of the
riot Tulsa’s Klan chap ter had be come one of the
na tion’s larg est and most pow er ful, able to dic -
tate its will with the bal lot as well as the whip.
Ev ery one agrees that many of the city’s most
prom i nent men were klans men in the early 1920s 
and that some re mained klans men through out the 
de cade. Ev ery one agrees that Tulsa’s at mo -
sphere reeked with a Klan-like stench that oozed
through the robes of the Hooded Or der.

Does this mean that the Klan helped plan the 
riot? Does it mean that the Klan helped ex e cute 
it? Does it mean that the Klan, as an
organization, had any role at all?

Or does it mean that any time thou sands of
whites as sem bled — es pe cially if they as sem bled
to as sault blacks — that odds were there would be
quite a few klans men in the mix? Does the pres -
ence of those in di vid u als mean that the in sti tu tion
may have been an in sti ga tor or the agent of a plot?
Maybe both? Maybe nei ther? Maybe noth ing at
all? Not ev ery one agrees on that.

Nor will they ever. Both the con spir acy and
the Klan ques tions re main what they al ways
have been and prob a bly what they al ways will
be. Both are ex am ples of nearly ev ery prob lem
in her ent to his tor i cal ev i dence. How re li able is
this oral tra di tion? What con clu sions does that
ev i dence per mit? Are these in fer ences rea son -
able? How many ways can this be in ter preted?

And so it must go on. Some ques tions will
al ways be dis puted be cause other ques tions
block the path to their an swers. That does not
mean there will be no an swers, just that there
will not be one an swer per one ques tion. Many

ques tions will have two, quite a few even more.
Some an swers will never be proven. Some will
never be dis proved. Ac cept it: Some things can
never be known. 

That is why the com plete re cord of what be gan
in the late eve ning of May 31 and con tin ued
through the morn ing of June 1 will never quite es -
cape those hours, them selves. They for ever are
dark ened by night or en shrouded by day.

But his tory has a re cord of things cer tain for
the hours be tween one day’s twi light and the
next day’s af ter noon. These things:
• Black Tulsans had ev ery rea son to be lieve that

Dick Rowland would be lynched af ter his ar rest 
on charges later dis missed and highly sus pect
from the start.

• They had cause to be lieve that his per sonal
safety, like the de fense of them selves and their
com mu nity, de pended on them alone.

• As hos tile groups gath ered and their con fron ta -
tion wors ened, mu nic i pal and county au thor i -
ties failed to take ac tions to calm or con tain the
sit u a tion.

• At the erup tion of vi o lence, civil of fi cials se -
lected many men, all of them white and some of 
them par tic i pants in that vi o lence, and made
those men their agents as dep u ties.

• In that ca pac ity, dep u ties did not stem the vi o -
lence but added to it, of ten through overt acts
them selves il le gal.

• Pub lic of fi cials pro vided fire arms and am mu ni -
tion to in di vid u als, again all of them white.
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• Units of the Oklahoma Na tional Guard par tic i -
pated in the mass ar rests of all or nearly all of
Green wood’s res i dents, re moved them to
other parts of the city, and de tained them in
hold ing cen ters.

• En tering the Green wood dis trict, peo ple
stole, dam aged or de stroyed per sonal prop -
erty left be hind in homes and busi nesses.

• Peo ple, some of them agents of gov ern ment, 
also de lib er ately burned or oth er wise de -
stroyed homes cred i bly es ti mated to have
num bered 1,256, along with vir tu ally ev ery
other struc ture — in clud ing churches,
schools, busi nesses, even a hos pi tal and li -
brary — in the Green wood dis trict.

• De spite du ties to pre serve or der and to pro -
tect prop erty, no gov ern ment at any level of -
fered ad e quate re sis tance, if any at all, to
what amounted to the de struc tion of the
neigh bor hood re ferred to com monly as “Lit -

tle Af rica” and po litely as the “Ne gro
quar ter.”

• Al though the ex act to tal can never be de ter -
mined, cred i ble ev i dence makes it prob a ble that 
many peo ple, likely num ber ing be tween one
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and three hun dred, were killed dur ing the riot.
• Not one of these crim i nal acts was then or

ever has been pros e cuted or pun ished by gov -
ern ment at any level, mu nic i pal, county, state, 
or fed eral.

• Even af ter the res to ra tion of or der it was of fi -
cial pol icy to re lease a black de tainee only
upon the ap pli ca tion of a white per son, and
then only if that white per son agreed to ac cept 
re spon si bil ity for that de tainee’s sub se quent
be hav ior.

• As pri vate cit i zens, many whites in Tulsa and
neigh bor ing com mu ni ties did ex tend in valu -
able as sis tance to the riot’s vic tims, and the re -
lief ef forts of the Amer i can Red Cross in
par tic u lar pro vided a model of hu man be hav -
ior at its best.

• Al though city and county gov ern ment bore
much of the cost for Red Cross re lief, nei ther
con trib uted sub stan tially to Green wood’s re -
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pop u la tion was sim ply out num bered by the white in vad ers
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build ing; in fact, mu nic i pal au thor i ties acted 
ini tially to im pede re build ing.

• In the end, the res to ra tion of Green wood af ter
its sys tem atic de struc tion was left to the vic -
tims of that de struc tion.
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Maurice Wil lows Hos pi tal. While Tulsa of fi cials turned away some of fers of out side aid, a num ber of in di vid ual white Tulsans pro -
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Cross re lief, kept a his tory of the events. (Cour tesy Bob Hower).
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These things are not myths, not ru mors, not
spec u la tions, not ques tioned. They are the his -
tor i cal re cord.

The 1921 Tulsa Race Riot Com mis sion
thereby has dis charged the man date to de velop
a his tor i cal re cord of the 1921 Tulsa Race Riot.

w w w
The fi nal re port of the Com mis sion’s

find ings and rec om men da tions . . . may con -
tain spe cific rec om men da tions about
whether or not rep a ra tions can or should be
made and the ap pro pri ate meth ods . . . .

Un like those quoted be fore, these words
give this com mis sion not an ob li ga tion but an
op por tu nity. Nearly ev ery com mis sioner in -
tends to seize it.

A short let ter sent toGovernor Frank Keating
as a pre lim i nary re port in Feb ru ary, 2000 de -
clared the ma jor ity’s view that rep a ra tions could
and should be made. “Good pub lic pol icy,” that
let ter said, re quired no less. This re port main tains 
the same, and this re port makes the case.

Case, rep a ra tions — the words, them selves,
seem to sum mon im ages of law yers and court -
rooms, along with other words, words like cul -
pa bil ity, dam ages, rem e dies, res ti tu tion. Each is
a term used in law, with strict le gal mean ing.
Some times com mis sion ers use those words, too, 
and sev eral agree — firmly agree — that those
words de scribe ac cu rately what hap pened in
1921 and fit ex actly what should hap pen now.

Those, how ever, are their per sonal opin ions,
and the com mis sion ers who hold them do so as
pri vate cit i zens. Even the most res o lute of its
mem bers rec og nizes that this com mis sion has a
very dif fer ent role. This com mis sion is nei ther
court nor judge, and its mem bers are not a jury.
The com mis sion has no bind ing le gal au thor ity
to as sign cul pa bil ity, to de ter mine dam ages, to
es tab lish a rem edy, or to or der ei ther res ti tu tion
or rep a ra tions. In fact, it has no ju di cial au thor -
ity what so ever.

It also has no rea son or need for such au thor -
ity. Any judg ments that it might of fer would be
with out ef fect and mean ing. Its words would as
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well be cast to the winds. Any rec om men da -
tions that it might of fer nei ther have nor need
ju di cial sta tus at all. Stat utes grant this com -
mis sion its au thor ity to make rec om men da -
tions and the choice of how — or even if — to
ex er cise that au thor ity.

The com mis sion’s ma jor ity is de ter mined to
ex er cise its dis cre tion and to de clare boldly and 
di rectly their pur pose: to rec om mend, in de -
pend ent of what law al lows, what these com -
mis sion ers be lieve is the right thing to do. They 
pro pose to do that in a di men sion equal to their
pur pose. Courts have other pur poses, and law
op er ates in a dif fer ent di men sion. Mis take one
for the other — let this com mis sion as sume
what rightly be longs to law — does worse than
miss the point. It ru ins it.

Think of the dif fer ence this way. We will
never know ex actly how many were killed dur -
ing the Tulsa race riot, but take at ran dom any
twenty-five from that un known to tal. What we
say of those we might say for ev ery one of the
oth ers, too.

Con sidering the twenty-five to be ho mi -
cides, the law would ap proach those as
twenty-five acts per formed by twenty-five
peo ple (or there abouts) who, with twenty-five
mo tives, com mit ted twenty-five crimes
against twenty-five per sons. That they oc -
curred within hours and within a few blocks of
each other is ir rel e vant. It would not mat ter
even if the same per son com mit ted two, three,
ten of the mur ders on the same spot, mo ments
apart. Each was a sep a rate act, and each (were
the law to do its duty) mer its a sep a rate con se -
quence. Law can ap pre hend it no other way.

Is there no other way to un der stand that? Of
course there is. There is a far better way.

Were these twenty-five crimes or one? Did
each have a sep a rate mo tive, or was there a sin -
gle in tent? Were twenty-five in di vid u als re -
spon si ble, those and no one else? The burn ing
of 1,256 homes — if we un der stand these as
1,256 acts of ar son com mit ted by 1,256 crim i -
nals driven by 1,256 de sires, if we un der stand
it that way, do we un der stand any thing at all?

These were not any num ber of mul ti ple acts
of ho mi cide; this was one act of hor ror. If we
must name the fires, call it out rage, for it was

one. For both, the mo tive was not to in jure
hun dreds of peo ple, nearly all un seen, al most all 
un known. The in tent was to in tim i date one com -
mu nity, to let it be known and let it be seen.
Those who pulled the trig gers, those who struck
the matches — they alone were law break ers.
Those who shouted en cour age ment and those
who stood si lently by — they were re spon si ble.

These are the qual i ties that place what hap -
pened in Tulsa out side the realm of law — and
not just in Tulsa, ei ther. Lexington, Sapulpa,
Nor man, Shaw nee, Lawton, Claremore, Perry;
Waurika, Dewey, and Mar shall — ear lier
purges in ev ery one al ready had tar geted en tire
black com mu ni ties, mark ing ev ery child,
woman, and man for ex ile.

There is no count of how many those peo ple
num bered, but there is no need to know that.
Know that there, too, some thing more than a bad 
guy had com mit ted some thing more than a
crime against some thing more than a per son.
Not some one made mad by lust, not a per son
gripped by rage, not a heart bro ken party of ro -
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mance gone sour, not one or any num ber of in -
di vid u als but a col lec tive body — act ing as one 
body — had coldly and de lib er ately and sys -
tem at i cally as saulted one vic tim, a whole com -
mu nity, in tend ing to elim i nate it as a
com mu nity. If other black com mu ni ties heard
about it and learned their les sons, too, so much
the better; a lit tle in tim i da tion went a long way. 
All of this hap pened years be fore, most fif teen
or twenty years be fore Dick Rowland landed in 
jail, but they re mained vivid in the re cent mem -
o ries of Green wood’s youn ger adults.

This, or some thing quite like it, was al most al -
ways what hap pened when the sub ject was race.
Here was noth ing as amor phous as rac ism. Here
were dis crete acts — one act, one town — each
con sciously cal cu lated to have a col lec tive ef fect
not against a per son but against a peo ple.

And is that not also the way of Oklahoma’s
vot ing laws at the time? The state had amended 
its con sti tu tion and crafted its laws not to keep
this per son or that per son or a whole list of per -

sons from vot ing. Lengthen that list to the in def -
i nite, write down names to the in fi nite — one
still will not reach the point. For that, one line,
one word is enough. The point was to keep a
race, as a race, away from the polls.

Jim Crow laws — the seg re ga tion com mands
of Oklahoma’s stat utes and of its con sti tu tion — 
worked that way, too. Their ob ject was not to
keep some ex hausted mother and her two young
chil dren out of a “white car” on a train headed
some where like Checotah and send them walk -
ing six miles home. (Even if John Hope Frank lin 
could re call that about his own mother and sis ter 
and him self as he ac cepted the Helmerich
Award some three-quarters of a cen tury af ter -
wards.) No, the one pur pose was to keep one
race “in its place.”

When Laura Nel son was lynched years ear lier 
in Okemah, it was not to pun ish her by death. It
was to ter rify the liv ing. Why else would the
lynch ers have taken (and printed and cop ied and 
posted and dis trib uted) that pho to graph of her
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hang ing from the bridge, her lit tle boy dan -
gling be side her?

The lynch ers knew the pur pose; the pho tog -
ra pher just helped it along. The pur pose had
not changed much by 1921, when an other pho -
tog ra pher snapped an other pic ture, a long shot
show ing Green wood’s ruin, smoke ris ing from 
fires blaz ing in the back ground. “RUNING
THE NEGRO OUT OF TULSA” some one
wrote across it, can dor aton ing for mis spell ing. 
No doubt there. No shame ei ther.

An other pho to graph prob a bly was snapped
the same day but from closer range. It showed
what just days be fore must have been a hu man
be ing, maybe one who had spent a warm day in 
late May work ing and talk ing and laugh ing. On 
this day, though, it was only a gro tesque,
black ened form, a thing, re ally, its only sign of
hu man ity the charred re mains of arms and
hands for ever raised, as if in use less sup pli ca -
tion.

Shot hor i zon tally, that par tic u lar photo still
turns up from time to time in the form of an

early use: as a post card. Peo ple must have
thought it a nice way to send a mes sage.

It still sends a mes sage, too big to be jot ted
down in a few lines; but, then, this mes sage is
not es pe cially nice ei ther. The mes sage is that
here is an im age of more than a sin gle vic tim of a 
sin gle ep i sode in a sin gle city. This im age pre -
serves the sym bol of a story, pre serves it in the
same way that  the s tory was told:  in
black-and-white.
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See those two pho tos and un der stand that
the Tulsa race riot was the worst event in that
city’s his tory — an event with out equal and
with out ex cuse. Un der stand, too, that it was the 
worst ex plo sion of vi o lence in this state’s his -
tory — an ep i sode late to be ac knowl edged and 
still to be re paired. But un der stand also that it
was part of a mes sage usu ally an nounced not
vi o lently at all, but calmly and qui etly and de -
lib er ately.

Who sent the mes sage? Not one per son but
many act ing as one. Not a “mob;” it took forms
too cal cu lated and ra tio nal for that word. Not
“so ci ety;” that word is only a mask to con ceal
re spon si bil ity within a fog of im pre ci sion. Not
“whites,” be cause this never spoke for all
whites; some times it spoke for only a few. Not
“Amer ica,” be cause the fed eral gov ern ment
was, at best, in dif fer ent to its black cit i zens
and, at worse, obliv i ous of them. Fifty years or
so af ter the Civil War, Un cle Sam was too
com pla cent to cru sade for black rights and too
cal lous to care. Let the states han dle that —
states like Oklahoma.

Ex cept that it re ally was not “Oklahoma” ei -
ther. At least, it was not all of Oklahoma. It was 
just one Oklahoma, one Oklahoma that is dis -
tin guish able from an other Oklahoma partly by
pur pose. This Oklahoma had the pur pose of
keep ing the other Oklahoma in its place, and
that place was sub or di nate. That, af ter all, was
the ob ject of suf frage re quire ments and seg re -
ga tion laws. No less was it the in tent be hind ri -
ots and lynch ings, too. One Oklahoma was
putt ing the other Oklahoma in its place.

One Oklahoma also had the power to ef fect
its pur pose, and that power had no need to rely
on oc ca sional ex plo sions of rage. Sim ple vi o -
lence is, af ter all, the weapon of sim ple peo ple,
peo ple with ac cess to no other in stru ments of
power at all. This Oklahoma had ac cess to
power more sub tle, more reg u lar, and more
for mal than that. In deed, its ready ac cess to
such forms of power par tially de fined that
Oklahoma.

No, that Oklahoma is not the same as gov -
ern ment, used here as a rhe tor i cal trick to make 
one ac count able for the acts of the other. Gov -
ern ment was never the es sence of that

Oklahoma. Gov ern ment was, how ever, al ways
its po ten tial in stru ment. Hav ing ac cess to gov -
ern ment, how ever em ployed, if em ployed at all
— just hav ing it — de fined this Oklahoma and
was the es sence of its power.

The acts re counted here re veal that power in
one form or an other, of ten sev eral. The Tulsa
race riot is one ex am ple, but only an ex am ple
and only one. Put along side it ear lier, less pub li -
cized po groms — for that is what they were —
in at least ten other Oklahoma towns. In clude
the sys tem atic dis fran chise ment of the black
elec tor ate through con sti tu tional amend ment in
1910, re af firmed through state stat ute in 1916.
Add to that the con sti tu tion’s seg re ga tion of
Oklahoma’s pub lic schools, the First Leg is la -
ture’s seg re ga tion of its pub lic trans por ta tion,
lo cal seg re ga tion of Oklahoma neigh bor hoods
through mu nic i pal or di nances in Tulsa and else -
where, even the state wide seg re ga tion of pub lic
tele phones by or der of the cor po ra tion com mis -
sion. Do not for get to in clude the lynch ings of
twenty-three Af ri can-Americans in twelve
Oklahoma towns dur ing the ten years lead ing to
1921. Stand back and look at those deeds now.

In some gov ern ment par tic i pated in the deed.
In some gov ern ment per formed the deed.
In none did gov ern ment pre vent the deed.
In none did gov ern ment pun ish the deed.
And that, in the end, is what this in quiry and

what these rec om men da tions are all about.
Make no mis take about it: There are mem bers of 
this com mis sion who are con vinced that there is
a com pel ling ar gu ment in law to or der that pres -
ent gov ern ments make mon e tary pay ment for
past gov ern ments’ un law ful acts. Pro fes sor Al -
fred Brophy presses one form of that ar gu ment;
there doubt less are oth ers.

This is not that le gal ar gu ment but an other
one al to gether. This is a moral ar gu ment. It
holds that there are moral re spon si bil i ties here
and that those moral re spon si bil i ties re quire
moral re sponses now. 

It gets down to this: The 1921 riot is, at once,
a rep re sen ta tive his tor i cal ex am ple and a unique
his tor i cal event. It has many par al lels in the pat -
tern of past events, but it has no equal for its vi o -
lence and its com plete ness. It sym bol izes so
much en dured by so many for so long. It does it,
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how ever, in one way that no other can: in the
liv ing flesh and blood of some who did en dure
it.

These par a doxes hold an swers to ques tions
of ten asked: Why does the state of Oklahoma
or the city of Tulsa owe any thing to any body?
Why should any in di vid ual tol er ate now
spend ing one cent of one tax dol lar over what
hap pened so long ago?

The an swer is that these are not even the
ques tions. This is not about in di vid u als at all
— not any more than the race riot or any thing
like it was about in di vid u als.

This is about Oklahoma — or, rather, it is
about two Oklahomas. It must be about that be -
cause that is what the Tulsa race riot was all
about, too. That riot pro claimed that there were 
two Oklahomas; that one claimed the right to
push down, push out, and push un der the other; 
and that it had the power to do that.

That is what the Tulsa race riot has been all
about for so long af ter wards, why it has lin -
gered not as a past event but lived as a pres ent
en tity. It kept on say ing that there re mained
two Oklahomas; that one claimed the right to
be dis miss ive of, ig no rant of, and obliv i ous to
the other; and that it had the power to do that.

That is why the Tulsa race riot can be about
some thing else. It can be about mak ing two
Oklahomas one — but only if we un der stand
that this is what rep a ra tion is all about. Be cause
the riot is both sym bolic and sin gu lar, rep a ra -
tions be come both sin gu lar and sym bolic, too.
Com pelled not le gally by courts but ex tended
freely by choice, they say that in di vid ual acts of
rep a ra tion will stand as sym bols that fully ac -
knowl edge and fi nally dis charge a col lec tive re -
spon si bil ity.

Be cause we must face it: There is no way but
by gov ern ment to rep re sent the col lec tive, and
there is no way but by rep a ra tions to make real
the re spon si bil ity.

Does this com mis sion have spe cific rec om -
men da tions about whether or not rep a ra tions
can or should be made and the ap pro pri ate meth -
ods? Yes, it surely does.

When com mis sion ers went look ing to do the
right thing, that is what nearly all of them found
and what they rec om mended in last year’s pre -
lim i nary re port. To be sure they had found the
right thing, they have used this for mal re port to
ex plore once more the dis tant ter rain of the
Tulsa race riot and the for bid ding ter ri tory in
which it lies. Now, they are cer tain. Rep a ra tions
are the right thing to do.

What else is there to do? What else is there to
find?
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Feb ru ary 7, 2000 

The Hon or able Frank Keating 
Gov er nor of the State of Oklahoma 
State Capitol build ing 
Oklahoma City, OK 73105

 
Dear Gov er nor Keating:

 
The Tulsa Race Riot Com mis sion, es tab lished by House Joint Res o lu tion No. 1035, is pleased to 
sub mit the fol low ing pre lim i nary re port. 

The pri mary goal of col lect ing his tor i cal doc u men ta tion on the Tulsa Race Riot of 1921 has been 
achieved. At tach ment A is a sum mary list ing of the re cord groups that have been gath ered and
stored at the Oklahoma His tor i cal So ci ety. Also in cluded are sum ma ries of some re ports and the
full text of se lected doc u ments to il lus trate the breadth and scope of the col lect ing pro cess. How -
ever, the Com mis sion has not yet voted on his tor i cal find ings, so these ma te ri als do not nec es sar -
ily rep re sent con clu sions of the Com mis sion. 

At the last meet ing, held Feb ru ary 4, 2000, the Com mis sion voted on three ac tions. They are: 

1) The Is sue of Res ti tu tion 

Whereas, the pro cess of his tor i cal anal y sis by this Com mis sion is not yet com plete, 
And Whereas, the ar che o log i cal in ves ti ga tion into ca su al ties and mass buri als is not yet com -
plete, 
And Whereas, we have seen a con tin u ous pat tern of his tor i cal ev i dence that the Tulsa Race Riot
of 1921 was the vi o lent con se quence of ra cial ha tred in sti tu tion al ized and tol er ated by of fi cial
fed eral, state, county, and city pol icy, 
And Whereas, gov ern ment at all lev els has the moral and eth i cal re spon si bil ity of fos ter ing a
sense of com mu nity that bridges di vides of eth nic ity and race, 
And Whereas, by stat ute we are to make rec om men da tions re gard ing whether or not rep a ra tions
can or should be made to the Oklahoma Leg is la ture, the Gov er nor of the State of Oklahoma, and
the Mayor and City Coun cil of Tulsa, 
That, we, the 1921 Tulsa Race Riot Com mis sion, rec om mend that res ti tu tion to the his toric
Green wood Com mu nity, in real and tan gi ble form, would be good pub lic pol icy and do much to
re pair the emo tional as well as phys i cal scars of this most ter ri ble in ci dent in our shared past.



       
2) The Is sue of Sug gested Forms of Res ti tu tion in Pri or ity Or der 

The Com mis sion rec om mends
 1) Di rect pay ment of rep a ra tions to sur vi vors of the Tulsa Race Riot.

2) Di rect pay ment of rep a ra tions to de scen dants of the sur vi vors of the Tulsa Race
 Riot.
 3) A schol ar ship fund avail able to stu dents af fected by the Tulsa Race Riot. 

4) Es tab lish ment of an eco nomic de vel op ment en ter prise zone in the his toric area of
 the Green wood Dis trict. 

5) A me mo rial for the re burial of any hu man re mains found in the search for un marked 
graves of riot vic tims.

 
3) The Is sue of an Ex ten sion of the Tulsa Race Riot Com mis sion

 
The Com mis sion hereby en dorses and sup ports House Bill 2468, which ex tends the life of the
Com mis sion in or der to fin ish the his tor i cal re port on the Tulsa Race Riot of 1921.

 
We, the mem bers of the Tulsa Race Riot Com mis sion, re spect fully sub mit these find ings for
your con sid er ation.     


