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The lasting impacts of the Civil War continue to be felt across the United States and in 

Richmond in particular, as the former capital of the Confederate States of America.  

Although the United States prevailed, slavery was abolished, and there were 20 years 

of post-war Reconstruction, as soon as “The North” left “The South,” the Jim Crow era 
began. Southern leaders began finding new ways to systematically disenfranchise and 

oppress former slaves, their descendants, and anyone not of the Caucasian race in an 

effort to protect white supremacy.  There are so many lingering legacies of the Civil War 

in the Richmond region this immersion group could have addressed.  We chose to focus 

on a lesser-known example of codified racism that surprisingly still exists in 2019. 

Imagine walking up to a public restroom today and seeing a sign that says “Whites 
Only,” or “Coloreds Not Allowed.”  How would that make you feel?  Would you enter?  
Would you complain?  What if the authority figure you complained to told you that the 

sign was merely historic and that it was unenforceable?  Would that make a difference?  

We would guess that most Americans would agree that such blatant statements of 

racism have no place in our society today. 

Now imagine that you are in a position to buy your first home and on the day of closing 

a covenant or deed is placed in front of you that reads:  

“Said lots… shall not be sold, leased, conveyed, devised or otherwise 
disposed of, or held or occupied by, any person not of the Caucasian 

race… except that this restriction shall not prevent domestic servants of 
any race from being domiciled with an owner or tenant.”  

One of our group members did not have to imagine this.  The language above was 

presented to him when he purchased his home in 2017.  These types of racially 

restrictive provisions were added to deeds and community covenants from 1885 until as 

recently as the 1970s, even after such restrictive provisions were ruled unconstitutional 

by the Supreme Court in 1948, prohibited by the 1968 Fair Housing Act, and the Virginia 

Fair Housing Law of 1972.   

Discovering this example made us wonder how pervasive this issue truly is and if we, as 

amateur researchers, could find more examples of these restrictions in the Richmond 

region.  In just a few hours of scanning through old microfiche and microfilm records in 
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county courthouses and libraries, we were able to sample 247 out of over 1,600 existing 

subdivisions in Henrico County. Of these 247 subdivisions, we found 45 examples of 

racially discriminatory clauses in the homeowner’s association documents or within 

individual real estate deeds.  It is important to understand that original deeds and 

covenants are incorporated expressly, or by reference into subsequent deeds, as 

properties get sold over time.  They never go away unless they are expressly removed 

and removing them is complicated. 

Before searching for solutions, we had to address potential counter-arguments like, “So 
what?  It’s unenforceable.  Why bother changing it?”  While it is true these provisions 
have been unenforceable for decades, it is equally true that the intent behind this 

practice was to perpetuate white supremacy for as long as possible.  To many African 

Americans and people of color, the psychological scarring of lingering examples of 

systemic racism like these are profound. 

Most economists agree that the single greatest tool for individual and family wealth-

building is home ownership. The racially discriminatory clauses we discovered were an 

important piece of a system created to prohibit home ownership to African Americans 

and people of color. This system has effectively prevented generations of individuals 

and families from building and inheriting wealth.  In short, the system worked as it was 

intended.  

Our group felt strongly that any example of codified racism should be relegated to the 

history books, whether or not it can be enforced. We decided that we should take on the 

opportunity and responsibility to do our part to right this wrong in any way we could.  

While surveying possible solutions, we discovered that the state of California has a law 

that requires county recorders to permanently remove, by redaction, all unenforceable 

discriminatory provisions upon request by a homeowner. This law provides a simple and 

effective way to remove codified racism that is not burdensome to current or future 

homeowners.  We saw this law as a playbook for how to accomplish positive change in 

Virginia. We are excited to pursue a similar bill in the 2020 Virginia General Assembly 

with the support of Delegate Lamont Bagby, Chair of the Virginia Black Caucus.   

Call to Action 

While this group uncovered an unfortunate number of discriminatory covenants in the 

Richmond area, the work to identify them all is far from complete.  As individuals and 

members of the Richmond community, we call upon you to help. You can look into your 

own deeds and homeowners’ association covenants and help share this information by 
reporting it on the newly launched website, MakeBetterDeeds.org, created by our group.  

Information about the neighborhoods where these covenants still exist will be publicly 

available on that site, as will information on how you can support proposed legislation in 

the 2020 Virginia General Assembly. We believe that each and every document 

correction that removes codified racism and the legacy of the civil war allows hope to 

take root and flourish. 
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Interviews 

 Bill Martin, The Valentine 

 Christy Coleman, The American Civil War Museum 

 Dr. Julian Hayter, Jepson School of Leadership Studies, University of Richmond 

 Brian Koziol, Housing Opportunities Made Equal 

 Jordy Yager, C-VILLE Weekly  

 Catherine Komp, Community Idea Stations 

 Helen Hardiman, Hardiman Law PLLC 

 Craig Bell, McGuire Woods 

 Debra Rodman, Virginia House of Delegates 

 Lamont Bagby, Virginia House of Delegates 

 Taylor Steele, The Steele Group, Sotheby’s International Realty 

 Claire Guthrie Gastanaga, Richmond ACLU 

 Ashland County Legal Council 

 

 


