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Homes for Some
Seattle’s History of Housing and Racial Exclusion

james gregory

Please look at the striking image 
below. The artist Marissa Row-
ell created it for an article about 

the Racial Restrictive Covenants Proj-
ect that appeared in the newsletter Per-
spectives.¹ Who are these people and 
what do they represent? They seem to 
be a family from the “It’s a wonderful 
world” era of American history, the 
1950s and early ’60s, a wonderful world 
of plentiful jobs and homes for nearly 
everyone, an era when homes were 

subsidized by low-interest, low–down 
payment loans from the federal gov-
ernment—the golden age of expanded 
homeownership, as long as you looked 
like this family. But these figures have 
their eyes covered in a way that photo-
journalists once used to hide identities. 
This element suggests a key point I will 
make here. There has been too much 
hiding. Seattle and Washington State 
have largely hidden from their history 
of racial exclusion and segregation, 

hidden behind the false notion that we 
are a liberal state that shares little with 
places that vigorously and violently 
practiced white supremacy.

This article is derived from the re-
search I have been doing for nearly 
20 years to document the use of racial 
restrictive covenants to limit property 
rights and housing access for people of 
color. In Washington, covenants were 
deployed as an instrument of segrega-

The Seattle area has a long history of exclusionary housing, with many property deeds restricting certain groups from 
ownership. Marissa Rowell for the University of Washington
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tion and also white exclusivity. Wash-
ington was different from southern 
states and midwestern and eastern cit-
ies that practiced racial segregation. 
Here, decade after decade, the goal was 
not separation of the races, but exclu-
sion. What follows focuses on housing, 
because housing policies by govern-
ments—state, county, city—were used 
for more than 130 years to keep people 
out, to make sure that they could not 
come here; and if they did, to make it 
difficult to stay.

I am also trying to answer a question 
that is often quietly asked: Why is 
Washington one of the whitest states? 
Why, until recently, was Seattle one of 
the whitest cities? In the last 30 years, 
the demographics have changed, but 
the small number of African Ameri-
cans is still striking. At 5 percent state-
wide, we fall behind Nebraska, Iowa, 
Colorado, and Arizona. Why? The an-
swer has to do with migration patterns 
and conditions. Migration scholars 
usually emphasize inducements, espe-
cially job opportunities, but it is im-
portant to also consider obstacles and 
mechanisms of exclusion, especially 
housing.²

Until recently, I, like most histori-
ans of racial inequality, focused 

on the issue of segregation. Look at 
the two maps at right that show the 
number of African and Asian Ameri-
cans living in each census tract as a 
percentage of total population in 1960. 
Black folks remained tightly contained 
in the Central Area, in what was often 
called the L-shaped ghetto, which fol-
lowed 23rd Avenue between Madison 
and Dearborn, and turned west follow-
ing Jackson to Pioneer Square. Japa-
nese, Chinese, and Filipino Americans 
shared the Jackson corridor and had 
begun to move south onto Beacon Hill 
by 1960.³

These maps tell a story of containment, 
of racial segregation, but look closely 
at the white spaces and you can see a 
somewhat different story whose key 

word is exclusion. The numbers show 
the tiny percentages of Black or Asian 
people who managed to live outside 
the areas of containment. In many 
census tracts in north Seattle and on 
the Eastside, the numbers are zero or 
close to it. Only six African Ameri-
cans resided in Bothell, and a handful 
in Kirkland and Bellevue. The term 
“sundown town” refers to places where 
Black people were supposed to be gone 
by sunset. Although we have not found 
official declarations, it is clear that 
many Eastside and north county areas 
operated as sundown zones, often with 
the help of law enforcement.⁴

And that seems to describe the whole 
of Snohomish County. Black and Asian 
people were simply not allowed to live 
there. As late as 1970, only 1,012 Afri-
can Americans and 937 Asian Ameri-
cans resided in the entire county, and 
15 percent of the Black population were 
inmates in the Monroe penitentiary.⁵

Why were Black and Asian people not 
living in these areas? Was it a matter of 
choice? Was it because there were no 
jobs? Absolutely not. These areas prac-
ticed intense housing exclusion backed 

up by threats and violence. It was too 
difficult and too dangerous to rent or 
buy in these all-white areas. I am going 
to demonstrate the mechanics of this 
form of exclusion and how it interacts 
with the region’s history of migration 
and population growth.

Migration is our middle name. 
Washington has been a popu-

lation magnet since the 1850s, with 
boosters and businesses constantly 
trying to attract newcomers and de-
velopers racing to subdivide land and 
build housing. Migration has been 
the Washington story for the past 170 
years. But not everyone was welcome. 
And housing policy has been one of 
the most important ways that the re-
gion enforced exclusion. Even when 
jobs were available, it was difficult to 
come here and stay because of housing 
and property restrictions.

Governments in the Pacific Northwest 
began to legislate and enforce racial 
exclusion even before the U.S. orga-
nized the Oregon Territory (including 
Washington). In 1844 the provisional 
government of the territory enacted 
the first of a series of Black exclusion 

In 1960, Black residents lived in the Central District of Seattle (left), and Asian 
residents lived in the Jackson corridor, spreading south (right). Seattle Civil Rights 
and Labor History Project
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laws, making it illegal for African 
Americans to settle in the territory, a 
provision that was repeated in the 1857 
Oregon State constitution.⁶ Washing-
ton Territory had no such law, but its 
reputation was not much friendlier to 
anyone who was not white. In 1865, 
the Seattle council passed the first 
known sundown law, an ordinance de-
claring it unlawful for “Indians” to re-
side in the town. The Oregon ban and 
the 1865 Seattle ban were first in a long 
line of policies and practices that gov-
ernments in the region would establish 
to exclude anyone who was not white.

Chinese people were the next victims. 
Several thousand Chinese had come to 
the territory in the 1870s to work on 
railroad construction and in mining 
and timber camps. In 1885 white work-
ers organized driving-out campaigns 
throughout the West. Near Issaquah 
three Chinese were killed and six 
wounded in an attack. Another attack 
drove Chinese workers out of Black 

Diamond and Newcastle. The mayor 
of Tacoma then led a mob against that 
city’s Chinese district. Seattle was next. 
In three days of violence, nearly the en-
tire population of Chinese was forced 
to flee.

Five years later, gunfire and mob vio-
lence were used against Black coal 
miners at Franklin and Newcastle in 
King County. An article from a Seattle 
newspaper spread fear using the head-
line “The Black Train: Six Hundred  
Negroes en Route to Franklin,” adding 
the subhead “White Miners in Wait-
ing.”⁷ These are examples of how job 
opportunities could attract workers 
of color, while organized campaigns 
of white workers and local authorities 
made life untenable in Washington 
State.

Meanwhile Washington was beginning 
its population boom, attracting more 
than one million newcomers in the 
four decades following 1890. They 
came from many states and many Eu-
ropean countries. They were virtually 
all (97 percent) white.⁸

Japanese immigrants were the prin-
cipal exception. And they faced the 

same kind of hostility that had greeted 
Chinese immigrants. But now the tools 
of exclusion were changing as local and 
state governments created laws and in-
struments to control access to housing 
and property. In 1919, the Seattle Star 
endorsed the campaign launched by 
Miller Freeman who declared “This is 
White Man’s Country.”⁹

Freeman (patriarch of the Bellevue 
Freeman real estate empire) was par-
ticularly focused on Japanese families 
who had secured land for farming. 
Japanese farmers grew berries and 
vegetables in Bellevue, Renton, the 
Kent valley, and Bainbridge Island. 
They managed to lease or buy land de-
spite the state’s alien land law, a mea-
sure that had been added to the state 
constitution in 1889 aimed at Chinese 
people. The law banned ownership of 

land by aliens “other than those who 
in good faith have declared their inten-
tion to become citizens of the United 
States.”¹⁰ This was cleverly worded to 
allow European immigrants to own 
land while barring Asians because 
U.S. immigration law specified that 
only white immigrants could apply for 
citizenship. When Japanese families 
found loopholes in the original ver-
sion, the legislature passed new alien 
land laws in 1921 and 1924. By 1925 
the number of farms in Japanese hands 
statewide had fallen by 65 percent, 
although some Japanese were able to 
work under contract for the new white 
owners. Whole communities were lost, 
especially on the Eastside where Miller 
Freeman crowed, “The people of this 
country never invited you here . . . you 
were not welcome. You have created 
an abnormal situation in our midst for 
which you are to blame.”¹¹

Sadly, the alien land laws were to re-
main law for more than 40 years. The 
Japanese American Citizens League 
began campaigns to repeal them after 

In 1885, Tacoma’s mayor, Jacob 
Weisbach, called for a meeting to 
discuss the explusion of Chinese people 
from the city. Wikimedia Commons

Black miners, looking for work in King 
County, were met with violence. Seattle 
Post-Intelligencer, May 17, 1891
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World War II and twice secured ballot 
measures, but voters rejected the mea-
sure in 1960 and again in 1962. Finally 
in 1966 the law was repealed.

It wasn’t easy for Asians or African 
Americans to live in the city either. 
At right we see Seattle’s tiny nonwhite 
populations in 1920 and where they 
were forced to live—an overcrowded 
area of boarding houses, residential 
hotels, and apartments that was later 
bulldozed and repurposed with the 
tangled freeway connections where I-5 
and I-90 meet. Chinese and Japanese 
people shared this area with Filipinos 
and some of the city’s African Ameri-
can population.

The Black population had grown slowly 
and numbered less than 3,000 by 1920. 
Some people had moved short distanc-
es from the coal towns that had been 
the focus of violence in the 1890s. Oth-
ers arrived from the Midwest. This was 
not the Great Migration (1910-1930) 
out of the South that delivered hun-
dreds of thousands of people from the 
Cotton Belt to the cities of the North-
east and Midwest. African Americans 
came to Washington in small numbers 
and often didn’t stay long. Job oppor-
tunities were the lure. Some employ-
ers were interested in Black workers, 
in part to undermine the powerful 
unions in the area—unions that were 
open only to whites. That hostility was 
an obstacle; so was the problem of 
housing.

Unlike the midwestern and eastern 
cities that attracted Black south-

erners during the first Great Migra-
tion, Seattle did not have an established 
Black neighborhood where newcom-
ers could find housing. They competed 
for scarce rentals in the Asian district 
and lodging houses in the skid road– 
Pioneer Square area.

But there was one possibility for those 
with financial resources. William Grose 
had purchased 12 acres from Henry 
Yesler in 1882, 12 acres that now sur-

round the intersection of Madison 
Street and 23rd Avenue. Grose was one 
of the first Black residents of Wash-
ington and a successful entrepreneur. 
His land purchase would become im-
portant to the subsequent growth of 
Black Seattle. In the following decades 
his son sold lots to Black profession-
als and merchants who built houses, 
establishing a tiny Black middle-class 
neighborhood.¹² This story illustrates 
a key housing challenge for the Black 
community. Whites and Asians were 
unlikely to rent to Blacks. Black entre-
preneurs were going to have to buy or 
build much of the housing the com-

munity would need. And for a popula-
tion without initial wealth, that was a 
problem.

Starting in the 1920s there were new 
challenges: new government-supplied 
tools of exclusion. Zoning ordinances 
for one thing. In 1923 Seattle adopted 
its first zoning plan. The idea was to 
keep pure residential neighborhoods 
separated from industrial and mixed-
use areas. There was no mention of 
racial areas in the 1923 plan, but the 
new designation of single-family resi-
dential areas would support exclusion 
in other ways.

In the 1920s, Seattle’s nonwhite population was crowded into boarding houses, hotels, 
and apartments in the Central District. Washington State Planning and Community 
Affairs Agency, 1968
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Now I want to turn to the research we 
have done in the past three years with 
support from the legislature. We are 
charged with identifying the hundreds 
of neighborhoods throughout western 
Washington where racially restrictive 
covenants prevented people of color 
and sometimes Jews from buying, 
renting, or even occupying housing. 
Restrictive covenants are documents 
recorded by property owners which 
legally bind them (and future owners) 
not to sell, lease, or rent their property 
to specified racial or religious groups. 
In Seattle, many Queen Anne residents 
have this clause in their deeds:

No person or persons of Asiatic or African 
blood or lineage or extraction shall be per-
mitted to occupy a portion of said property 
or any building thereon; except domestic 
servant or servants [who] may be employed 
in good faith by white occupants of said 
premises.¹³

And here is one that is truly eye open-
ing. The man who sold a small group of 
properties in Clyde Hill restricted it to 
members of the Aryan race, invoking 
Hitler’s racial categories. And what is 
worse, he added this restriction in 1946 
and 1947. Hitler was dead. Nazi crimes 
and the Holocaust were known. The 
Nuremberg trials and executions had 
been worldwide news. 1947. Shocking.

Covenants were largely the work of 
real estate professionals. The National 
Association of Realtors (NAR) cam-
paigned for racial deed restrictions 
starting in the 1920s, and local real 
estate boards in Seattle, Tacoma, and 
other Washington cities aggressively 
promoted covenants, especially after 
1926 when the U.S. Supreme Court 
ruled that racist property restrictions 
were legal and enforceable.¹⁵

The NAR’s commitment to racial ex-
clusion extended beyond the use of 
covenants. Article 14 of the associa-
tion’s code of ethics required Realtors 
to steer potential buyers into appropri-
ate neighborhoods: “A Realtor should 
never be instrumental in introduc-
ing into a neighborhood a character 
of property or occupancy, members 
of any race or nationality, or any in-
dividuals whose presence will clearly 
be detrimental to property values in 
that neighborhood.”¹⁶ And the ethics 
provision was enforced. A Seattle Re-

altor was expelled in 1948 after help-
ing a mixed-race couple buy a home 
in the Greenwood neighborhood of 
Seattle.¹⁷ Not until the 1970s did the 
NAR adopt a statement against racial 
discrimination.

Banks and mortgage companies en-
gaged in lending practices that 

enforced racial exclusion. The term 
redlining is often used these days to 
cover all sorts of segregation instru-
ments, but it actually refers to discrimi-
natory practices by mortgage lenders. 
The redlining label emerged in the late 
1930s when the federal government’s 
Home Owners’ Loan Corporation 
(HOLC) and the Federal Housing Ad-
ministration (FHA) were established. 
The Roosevelt administration was try-
ing to address a housing crisis. Millions 
of homes had been lost to foreclosure 
in the Great Depression, and banks 
were not offering mortgage loans. The 
HOLC produced maps for lenders to 
mark neighborhoods considered “safe” 
or “hazardous” for mortgage lending. 
Racially mixed neighborhoods were 
coded red, hence the term redlining. 
Meanwhile, the FHA invented the 30-
year amortized loan. But all of this 
was sharply racialized. FHA guide-
lines expressly advocated restrictive 
covenants.¹⁸

I want to highlight some of the compa-
nies and individuals who were respon-

Hundreds of properties in the Seattle area had racially restrictive covenants, 
such as this one from the Blue Ridge neighborhood. University of Washington 
Libraries, Special Collections, G4284.S4:G46 1940.B45

To date our project has identified more 
than 60,000 restricted properties in the 
Puget Sound region, more than 44,000 
in King County; 4,200 in Snohom-
ish County; 4,500 in Pierce County; 
thousands more in Kitsap, Thurston, 
Skagit, Whatcom, and Island Coun-
ties. We have maps for each of them 
online. This is based on a massive re-
search effort that has involved more 
than a dozen UW students and 1,300 
community volunteers who have man-
aged to examine more than seven mil-
lion property records, many through 
digital processes but others requiring 
in-person examination.

The restrictions are not uniform. 
Many specify whites or Cauca-

sians only, but others itemize banned 
populations, and the language is offen-
sive and confusing. Deeds to property 
in the Broadmoor neighborhood read, 
“No part of said property hereby con-
veyed shall ever be used or occupied 
by any Hebrew or by any person of the 
Ethiopian, Malay, or Asiatic race.”¹⁴ 
“Hebrew” meant Jews, “Ethiopian” 
meant all Africans, and “Malay” meant 
Filipinos.



Winter/Spring 2024  29

sible for restricting huge swaths of the 
region, starting with Puget Mill Com-
pany, also known as Pope and Talbot, 
Inc., responsible for dozens of subdivi-
sions in King and Snohomish Counties 
including Broadmoor, a gated com-
munity in Seattle. At the University 
of Washington most faculty and many 
students have attended receptions in 
the Walker-Ames Room, or perhaps at 
the official residence of the University 
of Washington president, the Walker-
Ames mansion. Edwin Ames and be-
fore him Cyrus Walker ran the Puget 
Mill Company, and Ames donated the 
mansion to UW before his death in 
1935.

J. M. Colman Company was one of the 
most venerable companies in Seattle. J. 
M Colman and his son Laurence had 
built the Colman Dock (now the ferry 
terminal) and many real estate proj-
ects. In the 1920s the company bought 
90 acres north of Laurelhurst, but the 
Great Depression stalled activity un-
til the mid-1930s, when the company 
began selling lots (currently 304), re-
stricting them to persons of the “white 
and Gentile race.”¹⁹

Then something interesting happened. 
Voters had recently elected a progres-
sive city council, and two of the coun-
cil members took action when the 

Colman company tried to record a 
plat for Windermere. A plat is a docu-
ment showing streets and property 
lines. Without it, the city may not take 
responsibility for streets and sewer 
lines. The council rejected the plat. But 
Windermere went ahead with develop-
ment, maintaining its restrictions.

In 1926 and 1927, William and Bertha 
Boeing purchased vast tracts of land in 
northwest Seattle and Shoreline plan-
ning to subdivide and sell parcels, the 
first neighborhood to be called Blue 
Ridge. The economic crisis interrupted 
things until 1935 with sales picking up 
in the 1940s. The Boeings then subdi-
vided Innis Arden and other tracts in 
Shoreline, selling almost 1,000 homes 
and parcels with the “whites only” 
restriction.

Here is another familiar name. The 
founder of the John L. Scott realty 

company was an active restrictor, urg-
ing property owners to add language 
to their deeds. In 1960 he also played 
a prominent role in trying to keep the 
Henry family from moving into the 
Uplands neighborhood near Seward 
Park. A KUOW report recently told the 
story. Dr. Henry was a cardiologist 
who bought property with the help of 
a white friend and built a house in Up-
lands. When John L. Scott learned that 
a Black family might soon become his 
neighbor, he led a campaign to keep 
them out and personally offered to buy 
out the Henry’s financial investment. 
The offer was rejected. Scott’s heirs lat-
er apologized for this and other actions 
undertaken by the company.²⁰

The Great Migration finally reached 
Seattle during WWII. Housing prob-
lems had deflected interest away from 
Seattle during the first phase of Black 
migration out of the South, but as de-
fense industries called for workers in 
this region, the story began to change. 
Still, housing remained an issue. Where 
would you live? A tragic opportunity 
opened when 7,000 Japanese Ameri-
can Seattleites were shipped off to con-

The Racial Restrictive Covenants Project has identified more than 60,000 
restricted properties in the Puget Sound region. Racial Restrictive Covenants 
Project, Washington State (hereafter RRCP)
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centration camps. Black newcomers 
moved into their apartments. African 
American migration continued for sev-
eral decades, bringing the Black popu-
lation to 27,000 in 1960 and 38,000 in 
1970. But these numbers would have 
been higher had more housing been 
available. Instead, everyone was forced 
into a more and more crowded Central 
District.

In an interview with the Seattle Civil 
Rights and Labor History Project, Dor-
othy Hollingsworth described her dis-
appointment at finding that things in 
this area were little different than her 
native North Carolina when she joined 
her husband who had been stationed 
at Fort Lewis in 1946. They could 
not buy a house and there were vari-
ous disheartening incidents. “I went 
over to Port Orchard one day with my 
husband who was buying some mate-
rial over there. It was hot and I went 
in and asked saying, ‘I would like a 
coke please.’ And the manager of the 
little restaurant says, ‘well I can sell it 
to you but you can’t drink it in here.’” 
An experienced teacher, she could not 
get a job in the Seattle school district, 
but the couple persevered and stayed 
in Seattle. She developed an alternative 
career as a social worker and became 
a devoted civil rights activist. Decades 
later, Dorothy won election to the Seat-
tle school board, the first Black woman 
to do so. Her granddaughter Joy Hol-
lingsworth now serves on the Seattle 
city council.²¹

Walter Hubbard, who like Hol-
lingsworth is remembered as 

one of Seattle’s key civil rights fig-
ures—a leader who linked organized 
labor, the Catholic Church, and the 
Black community—had served at Fort 
Lewis during the war and found Seattle 
to be anything but welcoming when he 
tried to visit when allowed to leave the 
base on leave. Stores would not serve 
him, and he was turned away from 
the YMCA and other locations that 
were supposed to provide overnight 
accommodations to soldiers. Never-

theless, he and his family returned to 
Seattle in the early 1950s, lured by a 
good job opportunity. But housing was 
difficult. Twice real estate companies 
told him on the phone to come see a 
property only to reject him when the 
family appeared at the realtor’s office.²² 
After one rejection in West Seattle, his 
parish priest counseled patience. To 
which Hubbard replied, “I hope I am 
not old and decrepit before I will have 
an opportunity as a World War II vet-
eran to purchase a home anywhere in 
Seattle.”²³

The point is that some people came to 
Seattle for job opportunities or first 
visited when they were in the military, 
but then left because of the difficult 
housing situation and other condi-
tions. Here is a telling statistic: in 1950, 
ten times as many white southern-
ers lived in Washington state as Black 
southerners. Migration distance was 
not the problem. Black southerners 
found California a better option.²⁴

Let’s clarify the legal standing of racial 
deed restrictions. Until 1948, these 
were fully enforceable in courts of law 
and a property owner who decided to 
sell to a person of color could be held li-
able for damages and the sale voided. In 
1948, the U.S. Supreme Court changed 
its mind in a St. Louis case brought by 
the NAACP (Shelley versus Kramer) 
and ruled that state courts should not 

be responsible for enforcement. The 
ruling did very little. Restrictions re-
mained fully legal and new ones were 
added over the next 20 years. And all 
along court cases had been rare. Re-
strictions were enforced in other ways: 
by the real estate professionals refus-
ing to show properties, and by hostile 
neighbors who made it really difficult 
(as in the case of the Henrys) to move 
into a white neighborhood.²⁵

Brave families all along had tak-
en risks to find housing outside 

the tight Central District ghetto. But 
sometimes they paid a steep price. In 
1941 as job opportunities lured African 
Americans to the region while housing 
scarcity made life difficult, the teacher 
and civil rights activist Carl Brooks 
and his family managed to move into 
a modest home in Shoreline only to 
face a campaign of terror that culmi-
nated in a bombing that endangered 
the lives of their children. We know 
about this only because it was reported 
in the Washington New Dealer, a left-
wing weekly. Their article describes 
the violence and makes two revealing 
points. First, they note that none of 
the mainstream newspapers reported 
the incident. The fact that this explicit 
act of racially motivated terror was 
ignored by the major media indicates 
the pervasive consensus on segrega-
tion among institutions of power.²⁶  
Second, the article reports that the 
county sheriff had known about and 
“not disapproved” of the intimidation 
campaign—that is until the bombing. 
This is an indication that the sheriff ’s 
office was involved in sundown town 
enforcements in the unincorporated 
sections of King County.

Kent was another keep-out area, which 
a few families tried to open in 1964. 
They were greeted with bombs and 
shotguns. I hope these stories clarify 
that violent white supremacist attacks 
were not limited to the South. The 
murderous violence organized by the 
Klan in Mississippi and other states 
in 1964 was more deadly, but this was 

Hill-Crest, sometimes called the 
Walker-Ames Mansion, was donated 
to the University of Washington by 
Edwin Ames, who developed restricted 
communities. Wikipedia Commons
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also very scary and serious.

And it wasn’t just Kent. A mixed-race 
couple, Ray and Marion West, were 
active in civil rights campaigns. They 
bought a boarding house a few blocks 
from the University of Washington cam-
pus and rented rooms to black students 
who had few housing options near 
UW. They endured years of harass-
ment culminating in a cross-burning 
in 1958. Worried about their children’s 
safety they gave up and moved to the 
Central District.²⁷

Civil rights activists thought they had 
won a victory in 1963 when, after a sit-
in and other protests, the Seattle city 
council agreed to allow voters to decide 

on a proposed open housing measure, 
something that had already been done 
in many cities in different states. After 
months of campaigning and massive 
spending by the real estate industry, Se-
attle voters went to the polls in March 
1964 and soundly rejected the measure 
by a margin of two to one. At left is a 
newspaper ad produced by real estate 
interests urging a no vote and claiming 
the law would limit human rights and 
religious freedom as well as property 
rights. The irony is that restrictive cov-
enants already limited property rights, 
preventing owners from selling to 
whoever they wanted. Finally in 1968, 
in the months after the assassination of 
Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., congress 
passed the Fair Housing Act making 
discrimination illegal. Seattle passed a 
similar law.

The laws changed in 1968. Restric-
tive covenants are no longer legal. 
Why should we care? Does this his-
tory matter? Yes! Emphatically yes. Let 
me show you. Restrictions suppressed 
homeownership and wealth-building 
opportunities for Americans of color 
who were locked out of most neighbor-
hoods and secondly had trouble ob-
taining loans because of redlining dur-
ing the postwar decades when federal 
subsidies helped most white families 
become homeowners. As restrictions 
eased in the decades since the 1970s, it 
was too late. Rising prices then became 
an enormous obstacle. And that is why 
families of color are less likely to own 
homes and their homes are worth less 
on average than white families who 
have been accumulating real estate 
wealth for generations.²⁸

Look at the graph (p. xx, top), which 
shows homeownership rates by race 
since 1970. In the most recent census 
reports the disparity is beyond alarm-
ing: 62 percent of white families are 
homeowners compared to only 28 
percent of Black families. 28 percent—
that is much lower than the national 
rate (44 percent) and nearly the low-
est in the country, lower than other 

high-priced cities like Washington, 
DC; New York; Los Angeles; and San 
Francisco. And the trend line is alarm-
ing. Fifty years ago, in 1970, 50 percent 
of Black families owned homes. Since 
then it has fallen decade after decade. 
Why? Home equity and price escala-
tion. The graph in the middle (p. xx) 
shows median prices by race and de-
cade. The homes owned by Black, In-
digenous, and Latino families in King 
County have consistently been worth 
less than those owned by whites—only 
75 percent of white home values in the 
most recent count.

That fact helps explain the declin-
ing ownership rates of Black fami-

lies. Look at the exponential increase 
in property values since 1970. Think 
about what that meant for families 
who had been locked out of the hous-
ing market. In 2022, the median home 
in King County was valued at more 
than 35 times as much as in 1970 
($790,000/$22,500 = 3511 percent). 
This far exceeded overall inflation and 
the rate of increase in family incomes 
(roughly 10 fold, 980 percent). A fam-
ily selling a full-valued home could 
take advantage of this rocketing mar-
ket, exchanging one house for another 
or dispersing housing assets through 
inheritance. But a family trying to buy 
for the first time in the post-covenant-
restriction decades (and those selling 
undervalued homes) needed much 
higher incomes to buy property.

The point is that in the last three de-
cades, buyers have needed wealth to 
get started; wealth in the form of in-
heritance or high-paying jobs. Highly 
paid business and professional-class 
migrants from California, New York, 
and across the Pacific have been able to 
join this pricey housing market, while 
those with average incomes and with-
out family property wealth have lost 
out.

The enormous disadvantage that Black 
families face in King County is made 
clearer when we consider income. At 

The Seattle Real Estate Board paid for an 
ad urging Seattleites to vote against an 
open housing measure. Seattle Post-
Intelligencer, March 8, 1964



32  Pacific Northwest Quarterly

every income level, white families are 
more likely to own homes than Black 
families. The chart at right (bottom) 
shows ownership rates in the 2022 
census counts. Among families earn-
ing between $100-150,000 annually, 
67 percent of whites were homeowners 
compared with 48 percent of Blacks. 
There is also a 20 percent gap at the 
$75-100,000 income level. Look at the 
difference among those earning less 
than $50,000. White families are four 
times more likely to be homeowners 
than Black families. Remarkably, 38 
percent of white families at this modest 
income level own homes. Here we see 
the effects of multigeneration wealth 
building. At current prices new buyers 
with modest incomes are shut out of 
homeownership unless they are con-
verting homes long held in the family 
or other sources of wealth.

Now let’s talk about the good news. 
On April 23, 2023, the Washing-

ton legislature passed the Covenants 
Homeownership Account Act (HB 
1474), “An act relating to creating the 
covenant homeownership account land  
program to address the history of 
housing discrimination due to ra-
cially restrictive real estate covenants 
in Washington state.” This pioneering 
legislation will provide compensation 
for victims of racial restrictive cov-
enants and other instruments of hous-
ing exclusion that destroyed opportu-
nities for generations of Black, Asian, 
Latinx, and Indigenous families. The 
law was based on research conducted 
by the UW Racial Restrictive Cov-
enants Project.

Restrictions suppressed homeownership 
and wealth-building opportunities 
for Americans of color. Top: 
Homeownership rates since 1970. 
Middle: The homes owned by Black 
families in King County have consistently 
been worth less than those owned by 
whites. Bottom: At every income level, 
white families are more likely to own 
homes than Black families. RRCP 
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The Covenants Homeownership Ac- 
count Act was sponsored by 44 

members of the House of Represen-
tatives and 14 members of the state 
Senate led by Rep. Jamila Taylor, Rep. 
Frank Chopp, and Senator John Lovick. 
A coalition of community groups in-
cluding the Black Home Initiative Net-
work and the Housing Development 
Consortium promoted the bill. Two 
thousand individuals signed in sup-
port and were willing to testify during 
legislature hearings. The bill passed 
with strong majorities in both houses 
due to a huge outpouring of support, 
which included endorsements by the 
Washington Realtors and the Seattle 
Times. The law is carefully tailored to 
the legal requirements of Washington, 
an anti–affirmative action state.

The statute is harm based. It establishes 
in its first paragraphs that Washington 
state and local governments caused 
financial harm by authorizing and 
enforcing racial restrictive covenants. 
It targets compensation in the form 
of mortgage assistance (interest-free 
down-payment loans) to families that 
were harmed by racist restrictions in 
housing opportunities in the years 
when such restrictions were govern-
ment sanctioned (prior to the 1968 
Fair Housing Act). Applicants must be 
first-time homebuyers with incomes at 
or below the area median. They must 
have been a Washington resident be-
fore 1968 or a descendant of someone 
who was. The program is adminis-
tered by the Washington State Hous-
ing Finance Commission, which began 

awarding down payment assistance 
loans on July 1, 2024, as this article was 
going to press. It is estimated that sev-
eral thousand families each year will 
benefit from the compensation award-
ed under the Covenants Homeowner-
ship Account Act.²⁹

James Gregory is a professor of his-
tory and former director of the Harry 
Bridges Center for Labor Studies at the 
University of Washington and the 
president-elect of the Pacific Coast 
Branch of the American Historical As-
sociation. He is the author or editor 
of four books and numerous articles. 
Gregory also directs the Civil Rights 
and Labor History Consortium of on-
line public history projects, including 
the Racial Restrictive Covenants Proj-
ect, Washington State.
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