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The Ending Racism Task Force encourages everyone to visit 

POOL: A Social History of Segregation, on display at the 

Fairmount Water Works, near the Philadelphia Museum of Art. 

POOL weaves together history, site-specific artwork, 

storytelling, scholarship, and place-based learning to illuminate 

the history of segregated swimming in America. The exhibit 

investigates the role of public pools in our communities, 

deepening our understanding of the connections among water, 

social justice, and health.  

 

The ERTF organized two group trips to the exhibit. There, we 

learned how a sunny summer pastime once enforced and—to 

this day—perpetuates the injustices of racism. Safety issues are 

key. Generations of Black people in America did not learn to 

swim because of segregation at pools and beaches. Many 

communities chose to drain rather than integrate public pools, a 

decision upheld by the Supreme Court in 1971.  

 

The consequences are intergenerational. A USA Swimming 

Foundation study shows that if parents do not know how to 

swim, then there is only a 13% chance their children will learn.  

Black children, not surprisingly, have a much higher rate of 

accidental drowning than white children. In Pennsylvania, the 

rate is 50% higher: 1.2 drowning deaths per 100,000 population 

for Black children versus 0.8 per 100,000 for white children. 

That disparity has remained unchanged for more than 20 years.  

 



POOL inspired a conversation between me and my ERTF co-

chair, Erik Younge, about our own experiences growing up. I am 

white. Erik is Black. 

 

At an early age I took swimming lessons at the Flanders Pool in 

Ocean City, New Jersey. Not only were Black people not 

allowed, they also were barred from all the local beaches except 

one, referred to as the “colored beach.” At home in suburban 

Philadelphia, I swam every summer in a nearby community 

pool. It charged a nominal membership fee of about 50 cents, 

which we all understood was intended to “keep the colored out.” 

My high school had a pool and a swim team, though I was not 

involved.  

 

Today I am a fairly strong swimmer and do laps every week in 

our pool here at the Philadelphia Protestant Home (PPH). My 

three children learned to swim when young and still enjoy the 

sport.  

 

Erik, by contrast, never had formal swimming lessons. As a 

child in South Philadelphia, he cooled off during hot summer 

months beneath the spray of a fire hydrant. His local public pool 

set aside a few hours each day for “colored people.” But few 

took advantage for fear they might accidentally stay past the 

allotted time and get beaten up as a result. The Christian Street 

YMCA did welcome Black swimmers; but Erik’s high school 

had no pool.  

 

As a result, Erik says, to this day he is “very cautious around 

water.” Fortunately, Erik’s three children can swim. And they are 



making sure his three grandchildren take lessons. I’m so glad his 

family has beaten the odds! 

 

I’m also glad that the children who attend the Philadelphia 

Ethical Society’s Camp Linden have access to a wonderful pool 

and swimming lessons.   

 

Recently, a friend who observed me swimming in our PPH pool 

asked if I had ever considered entering the Senior Games. While 

I don’t plan to become a competitive swimmer at age 84, I’m 

glad that I would have a fighting chance to survive a boating 

accident. Would Erik? Is this another example of my white 

privilege?   

       

Sylvia Metzler is the co-chairperson of the Ending Racism Task 

Force. The exhibit POOL runs through September. 


