THE POWER
OF THE
NILE SWIM CLUB
BY KEVIN COLQUITT

Writing an article about the Nile Swim Club is a real challenge at best.
How do I write about a legend? Can my words and thoughts compare
to the many articles and documentaries that have recorded the rich
history of this true gem in African American aquatic history?
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First and foremost, this multi-generational organization
has survived for 60 years. It began when three Yeadon
community residents were denied access to the Yeadon
Swim Club because of their race. This denial was not
as blatant as the racial signs and limitations that were
posted in our segregated southern states, of “Colored”
and “White” sections and service. The thought was that
we Northerners had overcome those challenges, because
that segregated behavior did not exist here in the great
northeastern United States. But, in contrast to general
thought, the stark signs of racism and segregation were
also entrenched in our culture and society. In the south,
the signs were posted, and the residents and authorities
lived and worked within those limitations. But the
northern expression was disguised, subtle, not posted.

While African Americans worked and lived in
these thriving and developing communities, many
with developed professional talents and educational
experiences aspired to experience the expanded
suburban lifestyle over that of metropolitan life. Some
Philadelphia professionals and executives found their
life’s expression in Yeadon, in Delaware County, PA.
Some of these residents were corporate executives,
high level industrial management, professional athletes,
business owners and Yeadon entrepreneurs, many of
whom either owned second summer homes or were able
to travel with their families during the summers and
holiday seasons. Nevertheless, in 1957, when residents
Zoe Mask, Carson Puriefoy and Elmer Stewart, all thirdgeneration descendants of slaves, went to the Yeadon
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Borough Office to apply for their passes to the Yeadon
Swim Club, they were told that their applications would
have to be considered. It should be noted that these
applications would have been approved and family
passes issued on the spot if they had been white.
They accepted the guise of delay and left the office,
but one of the applicants had to change his application
and quickly returned to the office. It was on his return
and inquiry that he discovered that all three applications
were discarded in the trash, with no further thought of
consideration. Even though there was frustration, hurt
and disappointment from this experience, this rejection
was the foundation for the creative, dynamic genius that
caused the Nile Swim Club to take root. The club founders
forged their frustration into the Nile Swim Club, the first
Black-owned, administered, managed and staffed swim
club in the region, later to be granted a Pennsylvania
Historic Marker for being the first and only Black-owned
swim club in the U.S.1 (commissioned by the Yeadon
Historical Commission in 2020).
Changes in swimming and integration have happened
very slowly. Many of the shifts happened after World War
II. One shift was initiated in 1950 when YMCAs embraced
integrated swimming.2 This action allowed the idea room
to breathe. The Supreme Court decision on the case of
Brown v. Board of Education in 1954 also had a great impact
on integration. Nevertheless, segregation in aquatic
activities was still dominant in the municipal swimming
areas throughout the 1950s. When, in 1957, the Nile Swim
Club idea took root, it was based on equal access for all,
designed to service the families of its community and be
supported by memberships and fundraising activities
throughout the year. It was not bound by political
rule and municipal favor. The facility was maintained
and held to the highest level of aquatic standards.
It should be noted that Yeadon was, at that time, an
80% white Republican community, with affluent African
Americans constituting the remaining 20%. I was told
that that 20% minority produced 80% of the per capita
income, while the 80% majority represented 20% of the
per capita income for the Yeadon Borough. Within the
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THE FOUNDERS FORGED THEIR FRUSTR ATION
INTO THE NILE SWIM CLUB, THE FIRST
BLACK-OWNED SWIM CLUB IN THE REGION

metropolitan areas like Philadelphia, these proportions
and distributions are reversed.3
When the clerk retrieved the applications of those
Black Yeadon citizens from the trash can, they realized
their applications would never be considered. They then
began garnering support from other families.
The circumstances and conditions were unique and
unusual for the creation of the Nile Swim Club. Their
first step was to create a non-profit corporation, and in
February 1958 the Nile Swim Club of Yeadon was officially
formed. They then created an organizational plan, set
goals and objectives, then executed the plan! After the
corporation was established, they located a parcel of
land and arranged to purchase it, then designed and built
the swim club. To finance this endeavor, they created a
Certificate of Loan, which served as a founder’s family
membership. Each certificate cost $250, or about $2,260
in today’s dollars.4
When compared to local affluent swim clubs of
today, one club requires a $2,000 annual dues payment
and a minimum payment of $600. Another local
private swim club requires a $1,390 annual payment
and a minimum membership payment for each child
under the age of 18. This means that a comparable
membership at an equivalent club requires annual
dues plus membership fees for the family that equate
to approximately $4,400 per season for a family of
four. These comparisons indicate that the Nile Swim
Club was as much a bargain in 1958 as it is today.
In April 1959, the Nile Swim Club of Yeadon made
settlement on 4.8 acres of land in the Sullivan Tract, now
known as Yeadon Community Park. In May 1959, they
celebrated the groundbreaking for the Nile Swim Club,
as shown in the photo at right.5
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On the following page is a photo of the grand opening
of the Nile Swim Club in 1959.6 Documentation only exists
in newspaper clippings and firsthand reports due to an
absence of scholarly research related to any African
American, Black or Negro private swim clubs.
Over these past 50 years, the Nile Swim Club has
been recognized in countless articles for its dedication
and commitment to the community of Yeadon and
the members of the club, and the club has been the
subject of several video documentaries produced by
SCRIBE, a local African American video production
and education company.7 They were also part of an
exhibition that highlighted swimming at the Philadelphia
African American Museum, “Healing the Mind and
Body.”8 Through the decades, these families and their
descendants have managed to maintain and elevate
the Nile Swim Club through maintenance challenges
and neighborhood shifts and changes. They managed
to stave off a tax auction, and they safely opened and
maintained their club during the first summer of the
COVID 19 pandemic.9,10
The next step in developing this article was a visit to
the Nile Swim Club to meet with some of its members.
This was done on July 15, 2020. My initial experience was
my inquiring telephone call, which was answered by a
friendly and professional young lady who forwarded my
request for a meeting to Mr. Patterson. My follow-up call
was with a young man who had permission to share Mr.
Patterson’s contact information. Both young people were
accommodating and professional representatives of the
Nile Swim Club.
My wife, Pat and I found our way to the swim club
and parked in the nearly full parking lot. As we worked
our way to the main building, I got a quick view of the

In May 1959, families celebrate the groundbreaking for the Nile Swim Club

pool and we entered the admission/reception area. My
preconceived notions were based on my viewing the two
documentaries which were done on the Nile Swim Club.
We entered the pool area and waited for Mr. Patterson
in the shaded pavilion area attached to their concession
stand and snack bar. Once we settled at a table, I took
the opportunity to venture out, explore the pool area
and get a feeling for the facility and the activities. The
pool is an “L” shape, with one section of 4 lanes with
varying depths of 3 to 5 feet, with each section roped
off with buoyed ropes. The other section has varying
depths of 5 to 11 feet, and a diving well with a fiberglass
diving board mounted in the deep-water section. The
lifeguards were attentive to the members and in total
control of the facility. They, and the facility, had all the
necessary equipment to attend to first aid needs. The
children were full of summer sun and boundless energy.
There was also a circular wading pool for young children.
My wife, Pat, is a retired educator and very familiar with
aquatic facilities. She has great childhood experiences
of segregated swimming areas in Savannah, Georgia.
She was very relaxed and comfortable. During my
observation I noticed two tennis courts which were in

disrepair and a section behind the Pavilion which looked
like a basketball court.
During this time of observation, Mr. Patterson entered
the pool area and we met. I explained my interest and
the nature of the project that I am working on. It was at
this time that I asked him for his vision for the future of
the Nile Swim Club. He told me that the Yeadon Borough
Historical Commission was planning to dedicate the
PHMC historical marker for the Nile Swim Club later
this year. He also told me of their drive to increase their
membership to 1,000 families by next year. They want
to expand their services to their community by opening
the pool to more families. He wants to raise funds to
match the offer of the United States Tennis Association
(USTA) to resurface and restore their tennis courts so
they can offer the tennis experience of lessons and
play to their families. He wants to make improvements
to their pool and pavilion and to expand the facility by
clearing the borders of their property, expanding their
parking section and possibly building other sections
for additional activities. He also gave me some contacts
for additional documentation and possible archived
photographs to support this article.
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Photo from the Philadelphia Independent Newspaper
THE NILE SWIM CLUB ARCHIVE COLLECTION OF THE YEADON BOROUGH HISTORICAL COMMISSION

Mr. Patterson also shared some of their community
activities. They partnered with the owner of the Brown
Grocery Stores in a program to feed their neighbors by giving
two bags of groceries to 100 families. They also created and
run a program titled “No Child will Drown in Our Town,” in
which they offer free swim lessons for the children in their
area. I am honored to have this opportunity to share and
document this information on this historic cultural landmark.
Editor’s Note: On May 22, 2021, Yeadon residents gathered
to celebrate the official unveiling of a Pennsylvania Historical
Museum Commissionmarker, designating the Nile Swim Club as
a historic landmark in the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania, along
with a ribbon-cutting ceremony for its new basketball court.
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Information provided by The Yeadon Borough Historic
Commission from the archives of the Nile Swim Club
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 hristian Street YMCA Swim Team Competes in YMCA
C
championships, 1950.
Commentary by Mrs. Donna Samuel, Secretary for the
Yeadon Borough Historical Commission
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From photo of the first “Certificate of Loan” issued by
the Nile Swim Club Non-Profit Corporation, from the
archive collection of the Nile Swim Club and the Yeadon
Borough Historical Commission
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Photo of Groundbreaking Ceremony for the Nile Swim
Club taken in May 1959, part of the Nile Swim Club
archive and the presentation for the Historic Marker for
the Nile Swim Club

6

P hoto of the Nile Swim Club pool published in the
Philadelphia Independent Newspaper, July 18, 1959,
part of the Nile Swim Club archive and the submission
for the Historical marker
Documentary on the Nile Swim Club done by SCRIBE, the
video media organization led by Mr. Louis Massiah
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In 1959, middle-class African American families living in the Philadelphia suburb of Yeadon founded a private
swimming pool named the Nile Swim Club after several of them were denied membership at nearby swim clubs that
had all-white memberships. “The Nile” quickly became an integral part of the social and recreational life of Yeadon’s
African American community. The pool offered swim lessons and regularly hosted evening parties, synchronized
swimming shows, community cookouts and dance lessons.
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Kevin Colquitt is a retired educator. He was a competitive swimmer in
Philadelphia Public Schools, certified as an American Red Cross lifeguard
at 15, swam 4 years on Howard University’s varsity team, was certified
as an American Red Cross WSI at 19, later received SCUBA certifications
through Advanced Open Water to Rescue Diver, and coached YMCA
Age Group, Masters, and Special Olympics swim teams. Presently, he is
researching and documenting African American aquatic and swimming
history to dispel the myths, misunderstandings, misperceptions and
generally bad stories that are in our public domain, which discourage
Black people from pursuing interests in aquatics and swimming.

The club offers swim lessons, splash parties, basketball, tennis and aquatic fitness and
other activities for community members of all ages from May–September.

Information provided by Mr. Richard Watson, Archivist
and Curator for The Philadelphia African American
Museum

8

9

P hiladelphia Tribune, “Nile Swim Club Map Out Plan to
Stave Off Tax Auction,” August 2018
The Philadelphia Inquirer, ”In This Sink-or-Swim COVID
Year, The Nile Swim Club Wages a Heroic Summer
Effort” by Ms. Maria Panaritis, July 2020
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Sixty years later, the Nile Swim Club is still in operation, serving its membership and running “No Child Will
Drown in Our Town,” a program that provides free swimming lessons to children in the community. During
2020, when all of Philadelphia’s public pools shut down due to issues related to the Covid-19 pandemic,
the club instituted safety measures to keep its pool open, and also became a food distribution center for the
needy. As a result, the Nile continued its long tradition as a vital haven for fun, exercise and social connection,
especially for kids. In 2021, the Nile Swim Club was awarded a State Historical Marker as the oldest African
American owned membership swim club.
“Back in 1957 or ‘58, when the founders applied to that other swim club and
were denied, some folks would have said we could have went and marched,
and protested, and forced them to make us become members. But our founders
said, we’re not going to go that route. We’re going to raise our own money,
we’re going to buy these four and a half acres of land, and we’ll have our own
pool. And I take great pride in that. The fact that they said we’re going to have
our own in our community was very powerful back in 1959.”
–Anthony Patterson, Sr., Board President, Nile Swim Club
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