
Prior to 1921, the parents of William D. 
Williams owned the city’s only black the-
atre and were the only black owners of an 
automobile. Williams (pictured in the back 
seat) and his family lose all their property 
and belongings in the 1921 race riot.

Editor’s Note: The following excerpts are taken from an article by Charlene Scott Warnken 
published in the June 14, 1981 issue of the Eastern Oklahoma Catholic. It includes an inter-
view with William D. Williams, who was 16 years old at the time of the Tulsa Race Massa-
cre and lived through what he called a “nightmare,” and includes a background of events.

A war fought from  
    ground and air

“Everybody has a different version of the number of people killed,” he said. 
“Nobody counted them or announced who were killed.” 

Williams himself saw two black men shot, one coming down the stairs of a 
building on Tulsa’s North side and the other on the steps of the convention 
hall on Brady Street where blacks were corralled during the riot.

According to R. Halliburton, Jr., author 
of The Tulsa Race War of 1921, the direc-
tor of a squad of black grave diggers re-
ported that 150 died. But The Oklahoma 
Eagle, the city’s black newspaper, claims 
that as many as 300 persons were killed.

“Tulsa’s black community suffered 
a catastrophic human loss, and many 
refused to accept the official death list,” 

Halliburton writes. “The total casualties 
will never be known. Hospital and Red 
Cross records indicate that nearly a thou-
sand were treated.”

The riot started after a 19-year-old black 
man, Dick Rowland, entered an elevator 
at Third and Main. Rowland supposedly 
stumbled and stepped on the foot of the 
white operator, a young divorcee named 

Sarah Page. Page became excited and 
screamed when the black man bumped 
against her, and he fled from the elevator. 

This seemingly insignificant incident 
happened on the morning of May 30, 
1921. The next day, Rowland was arrested 
and at 3:15 p.m., The Tulsa Tribune re-
leased a front page article headlined “Nab 
Negro for Attacking Girl in an Elevator.”
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William D. Williams was 16 at the time of the 
Massacre. He shared his memories with the 
EOC in the summer of 1981. 

According to the article, Rowland “at-
tacked her, scratching her hands and face 
and tearing her clothes.” 

Less than an hour after the Tribune 
story reached the streets, a lynch mob 
began to form. Police Commissioner J.M. 
Adkinson reportedly informed Sheriff 
William M. McCullough at 4 p.m. that 
there was talk of lynching the young 
black man that night. 

Rowland was moved to the county jail 
at Sixth Street and Boulder Avenue. By 7 
p.m. a crowd of white men began to gath-
er at the courthouse and by 7:30 p.m., it 
had grown to more than 300.

The Tulsa black community was under-
standably aroused. Williams remembers 
that his father was among the men who 
went to the courthouse that night to 
defend Rowland.

“Twenty-five or 30 Negroes, some 
of whom were reportedly armed, ap-
proached the courthouse at 9:30 p.m.,” 
Halliburton writes. “The white crowd was 
evolving into a mob of 2,000 persons.”

When an unidentified white man tried 
to disarm black man, the weapon dis-
charged and the race riot began. Several 
blacks were shot at the courthouse. Only 
one person was wounded in the first 
exchange of gunfire and he was black. 
Another black man was shot in the abdo-
men and when ambulances arrived, the 
mob would not allow his removal from 
the sidewalk. He died, and a few minutes 
later another black corpse was found less 
than 100 feet away.

The mob immediately converged on 
hardware and sporting goods stores and 
looted all kinds of weapons and ammu-
nition. The Dun Hardware Store reported 
more than $10,000 in losses.

The mob then descended on “Little 
Africa,” as the city’s Northside black area 
was then known.

“You could hear gunshots all night,” 
Williams recalled. “The next morning it 
got worse. My dad was shooting out of 
the window upstairs.”

His parents owned a three-story 
building at the corner of Greenwood and 
Archer, as well as the Williams Dream-
land Theatre, billed as “the finest colored 

theatre in the Southwest.” The Williams 
family lived upstairs in the three-story 
building and his mother operated a con-
fectionary downstairs.

“The burnt it all to the ground, ev-
erything for a 10-square block area,” 
Williams said. “My mother ran down the 
street, with bullets flying around her, to 
reach her mothers’s house to see if she 
was alright. My dad went to the Midland 
Valley Railroad and didn’t get a scratch 
on him. He was picked up by some white 
friends who took him to their house.

“I ran down an alley and was caught by 
some thugs. I saw a man coming down 
our stairs carrying my mother’s handbag. 
None of us in our family knew till the 
next day whether we were all safe.”

Williams was acquainted with many of 
the people who died, including one man 
who crawled under a house to hide, but 
perished when it was burned. 

“The police didn’t do anything to help 
us,” Williams said. “It wasn’t over until 
the state militia was called in.”

One of the worst tragedies of the riot 
besides the loss of human life, homes and 
business property, was the destruction of 
the new Mt. Zion Baptist Church, which 
had been built only 40 days prior to the 
riot. The $85,000 structure was burned 
to the ground.

“Graduation exercises were supposed 
to have been held in the new church 
the following Sunday (after the riot),” 
Williams remembered. “I belonged to the 
Methodist Church —and they burned it 
down too.”

Many black citizens lost everything 
they had possessed. Mabel Little, a mem-
ber of the Mt. Zion Baptist Church had 
come to Tulsa a few years earlier with 
$1.25 to her name. She opened a beauty 
shop, and in 1921 she and her husband 
paid cash for a new house and shop. They 
lost it all. 

“It took five years to rebuild the busi-
ness section,” Williams remembered. 
“Insurance companies would not pay us 
because they said our policies contained 
no ‘riot clauses.’”

Williams talks about the riot as if it 
happened only yesterday, saying that 
“It really hurt my soul.” The destroyed 
buildings were replaced, but the psychic 
scars remain.

An elderly gentleman penned his 
feelings at the time of the riot 
before his death:

“My greatest loss was my beautiful 
home and my family Bible. I am 92 years 
of age, so they failed to bother me. Mrs. 
Johnson (White), of St. Louis, took me 
to the Catholic Church. A colored lady 
told me to come to her house and live, 
but when we got there her home was in 
ashes. This is the worst scene that I have 
ever witnessed in my 92 years.”

I ran down an alley 
and was caught by 

some thugs. I saw a 
man coming down  

our stairs carrying 
my mother’s handbag. 

None of us in our 
family knew till the 

next day whether  
we were all safe.” 
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