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I have long thought that discussions of reparations should not only focus on how the wealth of the
country was built on the stolen labor of enslaved persons in the 18th and 19th Century, but should
also look at obstacles to Black wealth acquisition in the 20th Century, some of which was inflicted
through violent attacks, some of which was implemented by the impersonal application of
discriminatory policies by government. businesses and private individuals

In the presentation that follows, I will look at how the Great Migration, and events that accompanied
it, undermined Black wealth acquisition, and then analyze how policies in the housing and labor
markets in New York State in the post world war 2 period made wealth acquisition by Black people
who moved to NY State much more difficult than it was for their white neighbors.

The First Great Migration, taking place from 1914 to 1929, saw the first large- scale departure of
African Americans from the rural South to Northern cities, in response to events ranging from the
consolidation of Jim Crow in Southern states and escalating attacks on Black property owners, to the
opening of jobs in Northern industries for Black workers.

It also marked a precipitous drop of Black land ownership, the major form of wealth acquisition at
the time, from 14 million acres at its peak in 1910, to fewer than 11 million acres in 1930

Some of this was due to racial massacres and mass dispossession of black property owners taking
place in Southern states. Many people know about the destruction of the wealthiest Black
community in the nation in Tulsa Oklahoma in 1921, but similar events. involving mass murder of
black residents and destruction of established Black communities, took place in Forsyth County
Georgia in 1912, in Elaine Arkansas in 1919, in Ocoee Florida in 1920, and in Rosewood Florida in
1923. In each of these instances, Black property owners whose achievements were the envy of local
whites, were particularly targeted. Is it any wonder that so many talented Black people decided to
leave the South when jobs opened up in Northern communities.

However, although Northern states did provide some opportunities for Blacks to gain higher wages
than they could in Southern agriculture, and did with some exceptions, protect black voting rights
and freedom of speech, press and assembly that were suppressed in the South- allowing for higher
levels of protest and activism-, they presented formidable obstacles to wealth acquisition for Black
people who moved there.

Since this commission is based in New York State, | want to discuss obstacles to wealth acquisition
by black people right here in New York that were there to great black people who came here not on
in the First Great Migration, but during and right after WW 2

The most formidable of these obstacles came in housing markets. Black people in New York State,
well into the 1960's, not only could not rent apartments or buy homes in the vast majority of
communities in the state's cities and suburbs, they faced huge obstacles in securing loans to finance
home purchases, in large part because an agency of the Federal government created during the New
Deal, the Home Owners Loan Corporation, gave automatic D ratings to any community which had
even a small number of black residents, making banks reluctant to lend in such communities. In
addition to facing discrimination in lending, upwardly mobile black housing consumers were barred
from renting or purchasing homes in the middle income developments that sprung up all over the
New York Metropolitan area during and after WW 2, among them Stuyvesant Town in Manhattan.



Parkchester in the Bronx, the Trump houses in Brooklyn, and Levittown in Long Island. In addition,
right here in the Bronx, the largest array of middle income apartment buildings in the borough, on
and adjacent to the Grand Concourse, barred black people from renting apartments until the early
1960's. As a result of this, black homeownership rates in New York State lagged far beyond white
rates, while blacks who did own homes had their properties valued less than their white counterparts
for structures of comparable size and quality. This phenomenon proved to be devastating to Black
wealth acquisition in New York because in cities and suburbs in New York State, home ownership
represented perhaps the most important financial asset for working class and middle class families in
the post World War 2 Era

Equally devastating to wealth accumulation was the discrimination Black people, especially Black
men, faced in the New York City labor market. College educated black men were barred from jobs in
the vast majority of the city's banks, law firms, insurance companies, real estate firms and corporate
offices. But more devastating was the discrimination black men faced in the highest paying sector of
the blue collar economy in New York City, the construction industry. To quote from a report from
the Economic Policy Institute

"Dating back to the 1960s, the unionized construction industry was a focal point for the civil
rights movement as communities of color witnessed a construction boom offering the false
promise of good jobs for urban residents. Because of discriminatory hiring practices, the
overwhelming majority of union construction jobs went to white workers. In New York City, for
example, 92 percent of building trades union members [were] white. Some of the skilled trades
had virtually no African American members.

What this meant was that Black men with high school educations, in contrast to Irish and Italian
men with comparable economic backgrounds, had no chance of getting high paying
construction jobs that would allow them to move out of public housing, or decaying urban
neighborhoods, to purchase a home. This is one of the reasons that large construction projects.
such as one at Downstate Hospital in 1962, or at the World's Fair in 1964, were the site of huge
protests to get Black men access to unionized jobs, protests that did not yield significant results
until the 1970's and 1980's

This deadly combination of employment discrimination and obstacles to home ownership in

a housing market filled with discriminatory practices in lending as well as rentals and purchases
hd a devastating impact on wealth accumulation by Black families in New York state, as well as
producing traumatic personal consequences for people who experienced this discrimination first
hand.

In closing, 1 would like to bring this to life with a passage from a book | worked on "The Rat
That Got Away: A Bronx Memoir" where the author describes the devastating effect this
discrimination had on his father, a highly skilled WW 2 Veteran






As this passage suggests, the obstacles that Black people faced to wealth acquisition right here in
New York, as well as in the South, took a terrible toll on Black families and the Black community. It
is deeply gratifying to me that New York State has created a Commission to document these
obstacles, and find a path to some form of compensatory justice.
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