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Racial Covenants – Historical Setting 1910-1965
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Racial Covenants – Population in Philadelphia
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Racial Covenants – Housing in Philadelphia
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Racial Covenants – Enforcing Housing Segregation
• Violence and intimidation

• “Red Summer” 1918-1919 race riots

• Real estate agents

• Race-based zoning ordinances

• Ruled unconstitutional in 1917 (Buchanan v. Warley)

• Racial covenants in property deeds

• Found as early as 1855

• Ruled constitutional in 1926 (Corrigan v. Buckley)

• Ruled unconstitutional in 1948 (Shelley v. Kraemer)

• Federal Housing Administration preferred covenanted

properties until 1962 (Equal Opportunity in Housing,

Executive Order 11063)

• Privately enforceable until 1968 (Fair Housing Act,

Title VIII of the Civil Rights Act of 1968)
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Racial Covenants – What are they?
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Racial Covenants – What are they?

Agreements added to property 

deeds restricting the sale or 

use of the property based on 

race, ethnicity, or religion

Philadelphia

Majority restrict 

to Caucasian race
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Racial Covenants – Where are they?

Bordering existing Black neighborhoods 

Figure 6. Tacony Neighborhood, Philadelphia 

Documenting Racially Restrictive Covenants in 20th Century Philadelphia

Larry Santucci, 2020

Percent African

American (1920)

New Construction
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Finding Racial Covenants – Data Sample 1910-1965

6397 rolls of film

~ 4.7 million images

~ 7 million pages

> 1.8 million deeds

Read Store Search

Original books

Microfilm

Scanned to digital

Philadelphia City Archives
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Data Sample 1910-1965

1 image = 2 pages

1 image = 1 page

Number of Images = 

4,681,995 
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Deeds

1952-1965

~ 2,095,000 images

1913-1935

~ 1,336,000 images

1936-1951

~ 1,079,000 images

1910-1913

~ 172,000 images
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Read Store Search

• OCR

• Bounding boxes

• Confidence estimates

• Build index

• Tokenize OCR output

• Split images into ‘documents’

Amazon Textract
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‘Documents’  Deeds
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Searching for Racial Covenants 

Fuzzy Search

Caucasian

'caucagian', 'daucasian', 'ceuoasian',

'ccucasion', 'eaueasian', 'canicasian',

'ocucasian', 'ceucasion', 'caucasiam',

'cauca3ien', 'causasian', 'caucusian',

'caucassian', 'cancasion', 'caucagion',

'cameasian', 'bancasian', 'caccasian',

'gaucasian', 'caueasian', 'campasian',

'cancasian', 'causesian', 'cauzasiun',

'caucasian', 'caucasion', 'caucasism',

'aucasian', 'caucesian', 'gancasian',

'seucasian', 'canoasian', 'caugasian',

'caujasian', 'ceucasien', 'caicasian'

Damerau-Levenshtein Distance

Replacement

    cat → bat

Insertion

 cat → cats

Deletion

    cat → at

Transposition

 cat → act

Auto Edit Distance

Characters

0-2

3-5

>5

Edit Distance

0

1

2
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UNDER AND SUBJECT nevertheless to the following restrictions to wit;That the

above described preinses shall not be sold to nor used nor occupied by any other

person than One Caucasian Decent.
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" ###DEEDBOUNDARY###This indenture Mabe the 2th day of hundred and :fifty-one (1951)

January in the yeur of our Lord one thousand nine 

Bettueen EDWARD A. GALLAGHEk and MARY M. GALLAGHER, his wife, of the city of 

Philiadelphia herrinafter called the Grantor s). of the one part, and LEONARD V. DOUGHTY 

and ELIZABETH R DOUGHTY, his wife; of the said City (hereinafier called the Crantee s): of 

the othet part:
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to the restriction that in co-laughter houseloneboling 

infactory the oboccupation upon amyport of the as Deury 

Street and shall feet not from the buildinglined ang lots 

ground Athd restriction after present building and the 

steps andalso onsaideat as leovering rapplying to 

necessery socches ground diall sold sanythin personithan 

one of the cancasian decent said Bella Redmond for 

herself her HeirsEnecu. Tors these presentionen 

antigrant. said Grantee her theirs andisignstic she
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Searching for Racial Covenants 

• Caucasian race

• Caucasian descent

• Caucasian

• casian race

• casian descent

• White race

• Colored person

• Negro race

• Jewish race
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Searching for Racial Covenants 

• Caucasian race

• Caucasian descent

• Caucasian

• casian race

• casian descent

• White race

• Colored person

• Negro race

• Jewish race

• Street name

• Builders

• Wards

• Loan Associations

• People

Flexible!
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So…how many racial covenants are in Philadelphia? 
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So…how many racial covenants are in Philadelphia? 

1920-03-29

1924-09-08

1946-04-15

3914 Sansom St
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Documents with Covenant ‘Mentions’

N = 5,199
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Understanding Covenant ‘Mentions’

Variability within 

groups of images
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Understanding Covenant ‘Mentions’

1963 1930
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Comparison with Previous Methods

OpenSearch finds 22% 

more covenant ‘mentions’
missing 

roll of film

OpenSearch recovers 

93% of LS sample using 

full LS data for query

OpenSearch recovers 

75% of labeled sample* 

using uninformed search

* 0.5 LS sample



26Federal Reserve Bank of Philadelphia

Next steps

• Georeference covenanted deeds

• Expand deeds to properties

• Deduplicate properties

• Add deeds back to ~1840
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