
“...a tribunal was correct in finding that the [sellers] had refused to sell their home to [Mr. Jones] because of his 
color”… but “the right of private property… is a fundamental, natural and inalienable right guaranteed by the Federal 
and state constitutions which includes the right to freely choose those with whom the owner will deal.”

THE CASE FOR REPARATIONS 
STORY OF ROBERT L. JONES

WHAT HAPPENED
In 1959, Mr. Robert L. Jones attempted to purchase 
a home but was denied the right of purchase for no 
other reason except his race as a ‘Negro.’ Despite 
offering the full asking price, the sellers decided to 
accept a lesser offer from a white couple. The denial 
was shocking, but the courts disagreed. Mr. Jones’ 
right to purchase the home was denied not only by the 
sellers, but also by the Supreme Court of Washington 
State, stating:

THE COMMUNITY RESISTED
•	 Allies and community leaders appealed 

the denial with the Washington State 
Board Against Discrimination. 

•	 In a landmark decision, which was the 
first time a state board ruled against 
discrimination, the Board charged 
the seller, United States Coast Guard 
Commander, John J. O’ Meara, with 
violation of the law by refusal to sell 
their house to Mr. Jones on account of 
his race. 

•	 Since the home was purchased with a 
Federal Housing Authority (FHA) insured 
mortgage, and anti-discrimination rules 
were in place for FHA loans, the Board 
ordered John O’ Meara to cease and 
desist from selling the home.

BUT ALAS...
The Board’ s decision was appealed and the State Supreme Court ruled on July 31, 1959 in favor 
of John O’ Meara. The Judge, James W. Hodson, held the order of the State Board Against 
Discrimination null and void, settling that discrimination on the basis of race had occurred but 

In the case of Mr. Robert L. Jones, the FHA declared that those who took advantage of FHA 
benefits, including John O’ Meara, would be prohibited from discriminating in the eventual sale 
of property, and that such regulation would be valid and binding. The courts argued, however, 
that the O’ Meara home was purchased in 1955, just prior to the 1957 anti-discrimination clause.

Justice has been all too commonly overruled in the hands of legal clause, and there 
has yet to be legislation that had led to economic opportunity and housing justice for 
King County’s Black residents.
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“the danger is that, in our zeal to protect and enforce the right to equality, we may 
seriously invade and curtail the right of freedom of contract… within the right of the 
owner of private property to complete freedom of choice with whom they must deal.”

MORE THAN JUST A STORY
It is important to note that Mr. Jones was a United States postal 
worker. During the period when the case was under review, 
the Social Security Act of 1935 excluded Americans who were 
employed as government employees including postal workers like 
Mr. Jones. Other exclusions were also in place for agricultural and 
domestic employees, casual laborers, teachers, nurses, librarians 
and social workers. 

As a result, more than 65% of the Black population in the United States was excluded from 
Social Security benefits, most of whom were Black women. Some scholars conclude that 
policymakers deliberately excluded African Americans from the social security system because  
of prevailing racial biases during that period, although some disagree. Despite disagreement, 
the law explicitly denied access to more than three fifths of Black Americans. 

Although the excluded workers were covered later when social security provisions were 
expanded in 1950 and 1954, the policy correction was notably imbalanced with racialized 
consequences. For example, social security income was (and still is) the form of income 
verification to qualify for an FHA loan. This means that for an extensive period, more than 
65% of Black households could not even apply for an FHA loan without means to verify their 
income through Social Security. This was exacerbated by practices such as redlining, as well as 
by the high courts which concluded that Blacks could be denied homes on the basis of race.
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MORE THAN JUST A STORY (CONTINUED)
Today, Mr. Jones’ historic home where he lived in the Central District in 1959 has been replaced 
with single family townhomes, the latest of which sold on October 1, 2024, for $619,950. In 
contrast, the Ravenna home that he was denied purchase based on his race is now worth 
nearly $1.3 million dollars. 

As home ownership remains the most critical means by which wealth is accumulated 
generationally, the early denial of home ownership for Black families prevented (and 
continues to prevent) economic advancement. Black King County residents were, and 
remain industrious, hardworking Americans. 

AFRICAN AMERICAN MIGRATION 
TO SEATTLE & KING COUNTY

•	 Mr. Jones’ story coincided with a period known 
as the Second Great Migration. 

•	 Seattle-King County’s Black community began to 
grow significantly between 1910 through the 1970s, 
where most families were drawn to the region by a 
hope for greater economic opportunity. 

•	 Upon arrival, though, Blacks in King County were 
routinely faced with limited economic opportunities. 
White-led labor unions largely barred Black workers 
from membership, resulting in lower wages and 
economic segregation. 

•	 By 1940, 56% of Black men were servants, waiters, 
and janitors and 84% of Black women were 
domestic or personal servants. 

BLACK EMPLOYMENT & WAGES

•	 Black individuals in Seattle are 3x more likely  
to be unemployed than white workers.

•	 The value of White-owned businesses 
($1,006,920) is two times that of the national 
rate ($440,343) while Black businesses are only 
worth $81,777.

•	 In King County, even within the same job sector, 
Black adults make consistently less money than 
White adults. This is even more compounded 
by race and gender where “women of color 
experience the most persistent and pervasive... 

•	 During this period, residential discrimination 
worsened as redlining and restrictive real estate 
covenants confined the city’s Black community 
primarily to two neighborhoods – today’s Central 
District and International District.

BLACK HOMEOWNERSHIP 
IN KING COUNTY

•	 Black homeownership in King County is the 
lowest compared to all other racial and ethnic 
groups, at a stark 28% (2021-2022). 

•	 According to the American Community Survey 
(2022), At every level of median household 
income, white families are more likely to own 
homes than Black families in King County. 

•	 Black-owned family homes are appraised as less 
valuable than white homes - even compared to 
white-owned homes in the same neighborhood. 

•	 The median value of Black-owned homes 
compared to white-owned homes has 
consistently widened between 1970-2022.

Policy alone cannot yield equitable outcomes to Blacks in King County,  
unless it is in the form of repair by legislative counteract.

•	 Most Black families in King County are renters.

•	 Blacks in King County are more likely to be 
cost-burdened, paying more than 30% of their 
incomes on rental housing. 

•	 Specifically, the median household income 
for Black families who rent their homes 
is $43,000 (less than all other groups) 
compared to the median income of $94,533 
for white families. 

•	 Because of racial inequities in home and 
land ownership in King County, including the 
disproportionate number of Black renters, 
Black families’ household median net worth 
is $23,000 compared to a net worth of 
$456,600 for White households.

BLACK RENTERS IN KING COUNTY

...wage gaps when compared to their White, 
male counterparts. The wage gaps across race/
ethnicity and gender persist even when factors 
such as education level and job position type are 
accounted for.”

•	 In King County, Black adults are more than 
2.9 times likely to be living in poverty or near 
poverty compared to white adults. Black workers 
in Seattle, are 11 percentage points more likely 
than White workers to be in jobs that are 
susceptible to automation.
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