INEZ “PAT” PATTERSON
The “Mermaid of Philadelphia”
Swimming through Segregated Waters
BY MARILYN MORGAN WESTNER, PH.D.

Spirited and smart, Inez Patterson was a talented allaround athlete who dedicated her life to “breaking
down barriers set up against Negro women in sports.”
Known by friends as “Pat,” she earned national respect
as a sportswoman and physical educator in the 1920s
until her premature death in 1944. Patterson treated
access to water and swimming instruction as a civil
right. Throughout her life, as a competitor, instructor,
administrator, and mentor, she created new opportunities
for African Americans to swim. She prided herself in
establishing swimming programs and teaching aquatic
skills and water safety to Black children and adolescents.
“If Miss Patterson can’t teach you, your case is hopeless,”
one reporter from the Philadelphia Tribune quipped.
Her accomplishments underscore the vital connection
between safe access to water, personal empowerment,
well-being, and social equity.
EARLY LIFE AND INFLUENCES
Born in Chester, Pennsylvania, on August 12, 1911, Inez
Patterson was the first and only child born to Alice and
Bartholomew Patterson. Early in her childhood, the
family purchased a home in Elmwood, a respectable
neighborhood in southwest Philadelphia. Her dad, who
worked as a wharf builder, perished in a fire when Inez
was only six. Her mother, a baker and esteemed member
of the community, supported herself and her daughter
by running a store and occasionally taking in boarders.
Alice encouraged her daughter to play sports and
Inez quickly excelled at hockey, basketball, tennis,
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and swimming. In summer, she swam at the McCoach
Playground Pool—one of the few outdoor pools where
Black Philadelphians could swim. When the Southwest
Branch of the YWCA—the “Colored Branch”—moved
to Catharine Street in 1922, Patterson practiced in its
new Olympic-sized pool year-round. At both locations,
Patterson refined her athletic skills and absorbed ideas
about racial pride from her teachers. Those early pool
experiences strengthened her association between
swimming and social justice.
Growing up in Elmwood, Patterson attended West
Philadelphia High School where she encountered—and
defied—limiting stereotypes. She became the school’s
only Black girl hockey player and established a record
for the “round-arm basketball throw.” As a senior, she
out-swam all contestants in the McCoach Playground
Swimming Exhibition for Women and Girls, winning
first place in six events and establishing a record for
swimming 100 lengths of a 90-foot pool.
MAKING A POWERFUL SPLASH
After graduating from high school in 1928, Patterson
worked for a year to save money for college. While serving
as a physical education teacher and swimming instructor
at several YWCA branches—Germantown, Southwest
Philadelphia, and Orange, New Jersey—she also taught
swimming at Wissahickon Boys’ Club and Fern Rock, a
summer camp in New York. To further defray tuition,
she won a scholarship from Alpha Kappa Alpha, the
first intercollegiate Greek-letter sorority established by
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“Up to this time [1929] no colored girls had taken part in any
of the swim meets. . . . The purpose of this event was to foster
intercollegiate spirit among the students so, “Why shouldn’t I go?”
I asked myself. Out of 500 girls present I was the only colored.”
I N E Z “PAT” PAT T E R S O N, 193 4

African Americans. She entered Temple University in 1929.
Patterson embodied athleticism. Though she stood
5’4” tall, her powerful, well-defined muscles and
confident, direct smile, gave her the gravitas of a taller
athlete. During her four years at Temple, she set records
in several sports. She co-organized, recruited players,
and starred on the Quick Steppers and the Tribune Girls,
two popular semi-pro, Black women’s basketball teams.
The Philadelphia Tribune dubbed her “a track, hockey,
and basketball luminary.” As a sophomore, she came
in first at low hurdles and javelin during an interclass
meet. Soaring over racial barriers as she did hurdles on
the track, she became the first Black woman member
of Temple’s All-Collegiate field hockey team. Patterson
appeared to relish being the first—and sometimes only—
Black player. By joining the tennis, volleyball, dancing,
and swim teams, she helped integrate women’s sports.
DIVING INTO SOCIAL JUSTICE
The pool held a special place for Patterson, who the
press called the “mermaid of Philadelphia.” But when
she entered Temple, the university pool—like most at
the time—practiced de facto segregation. She described,
“When I first went up there (Temple) the class for colored
girls for swimming was on Friday afternoon from four
to five o’clock.” Instead of verbally protesting about the
unfair schedule, she calmly denounced the color barrier
in collegiate swimming through her actions. Patterson
explained, “I refused to practice on Friday afternoons
during the hour set aside for colored girls alone. I
got around that by always being ‘too busy’ to do any
practicing at that time, which made my swim practice fall
on Mondays and Wednesdays when the other girls had
supposedly exclusive use of the pool. And during that
entire time, not a question was raised.” Despite the pool
policy, Patterson recalled that none of her teammates
challenged her right to swim alongside them.
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BREAKING BARRIERS
In 1929, the University of Pennsylvania hosted an informal
intercollegiate swim meet for women. “No colored girls
had taken part in any the swim meets,” Patterson shared.
Undeterred by the barrier, she took part during her
freshman year. She recalled, “Out of 500 girls present
I was the only colored.” Through her persistence and
stellar athletic performance, Patterson helped erode the
systemic racism that pervaded collegiate swimming.
Patterson’s experience at Temple made her determined
to provide younger students with the opportunity she
lacked. She knew that many girls of color in Philadelphia
public schools wanted to learn to swim as part of their
physical education requirement. Others who already
knew how to swim wanted to compete as part of a high
school team. Lack of access to a pool at their schools
prevented both. But Patterson figured out a solution.
While taking classes at Temple, she had continued
to teach swimming and life-saving classes at the
Southwest YWCA. She forged a partnership between
the West Philadelphia High School’s physical education
department and the Southwest YWCA. Then, with their
support, she planned and helped launch the first swim
club for Black high school girls in Philadelphia.
In “Girls in Sport,” a periodic column she wrote in
1929, she announced and promoted the swim club. She
explained, “A club of this sort is unprecedented so it is
up to you as students to make it a very desirable thing.”
Encouraging girls to join, she provided four reasons: First,
you have the honor of being a member of the first “Colored
Swimming Club” in West Philly High; second, you will learn
to swim if you are a beginner, and if you are advanced,
you will learn life-saving; third, you will develop yourself
physically; and fourth, you can gain athletic credit.
That same year, she co-organized the First Annual
Swim Meet of the Wissahickon Boys’ Club, at which teams
from several local clubs competed. As she continued

to teach girls swimming and diving at the YWCA, she
used her column to encourage them. “We now have
some young aspirants that show bright prospects in the
swimming world.… I want to compliment these ‘little
girls’ on their success and I hope they will continue in
this comparatively new sport for women.”
SWIMMING, LIFE SAVING, AND SOCIAL JUSTICE
Teaching others to swim fueled Patterson, regardless
of her location. While she vacationed one summer,
a reporter in Virginia marveled that, in one day, Inez
Patterson “taught two women and one man to swim and
a score of swimmers fancy strokes. The way that girl can
swim is nobody’s business.” After earning a Bachelor
of Science in Physical Education from Temple in 1934,
Patterson continued to take part in local and national
sporting events.
In 1937, she accepted the position of Physical Director
of the 137th Street YWCA in Harlem. At that esteemed
location, she instructed girls of all ages in every level
of swimming. Three times a week she led a “Tiny Tots”
swim class for girls aged three to seven. She also
instructed adolescents and young adults in competitive
swimming and advanced life-saving techniques. As
she taught and led programming, she continued her
own education and earned widespread recognition
for crossing racial barriers. When de facto segregation
prevented her from being accredited, she helped
organize a Red Cross-sponsored National Swim School
for Negroes in North Carolina. Newspapers as far away
as Atlanta and Chicago praised her for becoming the first
Black woman to pass the qualifying examination of the
American Association for Health, Physical Education
and Recreation. Edwin Henderson, a pioneering teacher
of physical education and NAACP leader who fiercely
battled housing segregation, praised her for breaking
“barriers that kept colored girls out of the May Day

Festival, the American Red Cross examiner’s course,
and the Women’s Athletic Association swimming meet.”
Patterson devoted her life to teaching thousands how
to swim and inspiring in them a love of the water. As an
athlete, coach, and mentor, she battled discriminatory
practices and opened opportunities for African
Americans in swimming.
In 1944, Patterson died unexpectedly at age 32. One
newspaper erroneously reported that she died from
a nervous breakdown; but a ruptured pelvic abscess
ended her life.
PATTERSON’S LEGACY AND INFLUENCE
In spite of her sudden death, Inez Patterson’s memory
provided an inspiration for others. In 1987, Temple
University acknowledged her role as a pioneering
athlete and inducted her into its Athletics Hall of Fame.
In 1988, Anne Marquess Garrott became the first Black
swimmer to receive a Bob Douglas Hall of Fame Award
for efforts to promote swimming to Black communities.
Garrott recalled Patterson’s lasting influence on her
life. She shared, “I had a mentor, a woman who had no
family… Her name is Inez Patterson, and she was one of
the best-educated Black women I ever met. She was also
a powerful swimmer, and she broke a lot of barriers.”
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