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Our Historic Mount Pleasant (HMP) Newsletter strives to inform community members about historic district 

permit requirements, technical issues and solutions, and other aspects of the historic district, including its 

history. This month’s newsletter highlights the legal, systemic racism that shaped the growth of Washington D.C. 

and permeated life in our neighborhood as it developed.  

By Jonathan Herz 

Covenants  

Before zoning ordinances became common, residential property deeds used covenants to regulate the height, 

lot occupancy, use and other building characteristics. Deeds could also forbid things like exterior color scheme 

and landscaping changes or construction of hotels or apartments. The reason? As one article in the May 15, 

1937, Evening Star put it, “to keep the standards of [the] neighborhood high.”  

And often, covenants also prohibited selling, 

leasing, use or occupancy “by any person other 

than one of the white or Caucasian race, except 

such as may be serving as domestics for the owner 

or tenant of said lot, while said owner or tenant is 

residing thereon." 

While residential racial restrictions were almost 

always practiced without explicit covenants, after 

1910 when millions of Black Americans moved from the South to the Northeast, the Midwest and the West to 

escape Jim Crow segregation and seek prosperity, racially restrictive covenants -- well documented by Helen C. 

Monchow’s 1928 report on the subject -- became common and widespread around the country.  

The Mapping Segregation in Washington DC project by former Mt. Pleasant resident Mara Cherkasky and Sarah 

Jane Shoenfeld, shows all of Mount Pleasant restricted in 1940. You had to go east of 13th St. NW to find areas 

occupied by non-whites. They write: 

“Although eventually outlawed, racial covenants had a lasting imprint on the city. Their association of 

Whiteness with higher property values led to decades of disinvestment in areas where most Black 
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residents lived. Their legacy remains visible in the unequal distribution and quality of public resources 

such as parks, hospitals, and grocery stores and in the persistence of segregated neighborhoods and 

schools. Finally, by barring Black access to wealth-building through real estate, covenants are behind 

today’s vast racial wealth gap in DC.” 

And Black Americans were not just excluded from 

new developments. Often, established Black 

neighborhoods in what had become highly 

desirable residential areas for whites were 

condemned and replaced by parks, schools, and 

highways. In 1911, the land for Meridian Hill Park 

on 16th St. NW was condemned at the behest of 

Mrs. John B. Henderson -- who described the area 

as worse than “the most unsightly of dumping grounds” -- for use as a public park and home for the new Lincoln 

Memorial. The Memorial was not built there, but the “cascades and fountains” she proposed were. No trace 

remains of the vibrant Black communities that occupied what are today Meridian Hill/Malcolm X Park, Fort Reno 

Park in Tenleytown, and other vanished Black neighborhoods in the District.  

Washington’s newspapers were enthusiastic about covenants. A writer in the April 13, 1929 Evening Star cites 

Ms. Monchow’s 1928 report’s findings: 

“The man who buys a subdivision lot today looks to it carefully to see that the deed to his lot limits him 

as to just what he can build thereon in order that he may be spared a shack, factory, garage used as 

residence, or some other inappropriate building on the lot adjoining his property or at the corner of the 

block, and so that he may be sure of the color and race of his next door neighbor…” 

These practices were also fully backed by the federal government. The Federal Housing Administration (FHA) 

began requiring redlining after its establishment in 1934. Its 1936 Underwriting Manual, rationalized this practice 

by claiming that no loan could be economically sound if the property was located in a neighborhood that was or 

could become populated by Black people, since “A change in social or racial occupancy generally leads to 

instability and a reduction in values. The protection offered against adverse changes should be found adequate 

before a high rating is given to this feature.”  

In 1948, the Supreme Court ruled that such racial covenants could not be legally enforced, but in reality, 

discrimination persisted against persons described as “of the African or Negro, Japanese, Chinese, Jewish or 

Hebrew races, or their descendants." Progress was slow. Ms. Cherkasky writes that after that Supreme Court 

decision, Black people started moving onto formerly white blocks, and white flight, accelerated by the Brown v. 

Board of Education decision, opened up more areas to Black buyers. Realtors began showing Mount Pleasant 

houses to Black Americans in the mid-1950s. 

It was not until the 1968 Fair Housing Act that racial covenants became illegal, but enforcement has always been 

problematic. 

MT. PLEASANT HISTORY 

Meet the Neighbors 

On February 1, 1927, ten years after construction of their houses, the sixty-seven homeowners in the 1800 block 

of Lamont St., NW in Washington DC, “for their mutual benefit, as well as for the best interests of the said 
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community and neighborhood,” signed a binding agreement to ensure that none of their properties could be 

sold to “negroes or any person of the negro race or blood.” 

Around that same time, identical agreements were being adopted on other Mount Pleasant streets that did not 

already have these restrictions. You can find deeds for your DC property at the Recorder of Deeds website. Their 

records start in August 1921, after many Mount Pleasant houses were built, but deed covenants and petition 

covenants like the Lamont Street one, can often be found attached to later property transfers. 

Some real estate ads could be completely brazen, with headlines like, “White People Only!” in the May 6, 1906 

Washington Times. Browsing the August 04, 1928, Evening Star Real Estate Section (Page 18) you see, almost 

side-by-side, two ads for new developments, each restricted in their own way:  

 

Kingman Park, the first D.C. neighborhood of single-family houses to be developed specifically for Black people, 

had amenities like a miniature golf course, but unfortunately, it also succumbed to the oppressive culture of the 

time with its own restrictions, below, against some Black Americans in the July 19, 1930, Evening Star. 
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Below are: 

1. The May 6, 1906 Washington Times advertisement for a “Whites Only! Capitol Heights development in 
Prince George [sic] County.  

2. The July 19, 1930, Evening Star advertisement for Kingman Park, DC. 
3. The 1927 petition covenant for the 1800 block of Lamont St. NW from a 1958 deed, excerpted above, 

identical to petition covenants throughout Mount Pleasant. This one was attached to a deed from 1958.  
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