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The Heritage of the Polite Family 
   

    Abraham Lawrence Polite (1874-1968) 

M. Blanche Richardson Polite (1881-1965) 
 

Among many areas of community involvement, Mr. & Mrs. Polite were founding 
members of the Board of  Directors of the Crispus Attucks Community Center. 

 

Mr. Polite was widely known and recognized as a social activist, musician, 
teacher, political and religious leader who helped to organize the Negro    
Civic League of Southeastern Pennsylvania and the Independent Benevolent &      

Protective Order of Elks. 

 

Mrs. Polite was a longtime Stewardess Board member of Bethel AME Church. 

 

The Polites raised their five children at their home at 540 North Street:                                                    

A.L. Polite, Jr., J. Stanley Polite, Ruth M. Duvall Polite, Nelson Polite, Sr.,                   

and E. Naomi Jones Polite. 

Mr. & Mrs. Polite at 540 North Street, late 1950s 
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Introduction 

A braham L. Polite, Sr. was born in Ridgeland, South Carolina 

on the 10th of April 1874, with the Civil War a close and 

abiding memory for nearly everyone in his world.  

  

He in many ways was a child of Reconstruction, the sweeping 

Federal program in support of the formerly enslaved that was 

massively disrupted when he was a young boy of only 3 or 4 

years.  His parents, John and Charlotte Polite, experienced the 

ostensible end of chattel enslavement in this country, with the 

enactment of the 13th, 14th, and 15th Amendments to the Unit-

ed States Constitution, opening the long and arduous path for 

formerly enslaved Africans to become recognized as full Ameri-

can citizens.  

 

Polite is a family name in South Carolina and Georgia to this day, 

but information is incomplete on whether Abraham L. Polite’s 

parents were enslaved or free at the time of the Civil War and 

the 13th Amendment.   

As young Abraham grew, Reconstruction would end, the Jim 

Crow years would begin, and many dreams from the Civil War -- 

from President Lincoln’s vision to the newly-minted Civil Rights 

Amendments – all would be greatly diminished if not crushed for 

nearly 100 years.  Abraham directly experienced these national 

developments and at age 29 decided to move north to work in 

the tobacco industry, first in Philadelphia and then Lancaster.  In 

Lancaster, he first lived at 133 South Beaver Street. 

 

By 1903, family history indicates he was employed in tobacco 

processing.  Research continues to determine where he was em-

ployed in this industry and what was the name of the company.  

 

Early in his career he was the head of the waiter’s union. His oc-

cupations also included employment at Armstrong Industries as 

a Porter and the Lancaster City as a janitor. 

 

At age 37 he married M. Blanche Richardson (1881-1965) and 

together they raised five children at their home at 540 North 

Street:  A.L. Polite Jr., J. Stanley Polite, Ruth M. Polite (Duvall), 

Nelson Polite Sr., and E. Naomi Polite (Jones).  Mr. Polite resided 

at the family home until his death on January 10, 1968.    

       Continued 

Abraham Lawrence Polite (1874-1968) 

Abraham L. Polite biographical sketch by Robert Herr of 

Lancaster, based on research and documentation materials 

supplied to this project by Nelson Polite, Jr., and Leroy T. 

Hopkins, Jr., PhD—February 6, 2021 
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Abraham Polite is enumerated in the 1910 Federal Census as a 36-year-old single Black 
male, who was born in South Carolina where his parents also were born.  He is residing 
here as a boarder at 512 South Beaver Street in Lancaster and employed as a waiter in a 

hotel. He can read and write and was out of work for some 12 weeks during 1909.  

Abraham L. Polite in the 1910 US Census, Lancaster, PA 
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1920 United States Federal Census documents Abraham L. Polite by— “Name: Volity A L”  This was apparently shown due to poor pen-

manship on the part of the census takers. Note also that this enumerator apparently made a mistake in showing the place of birth and lan-

guage of Mr. Polite’s parents as “Germany”  when research shows his place of birth as South Carolina, the same as his parents. His place 

of birth: Pennsylvania and his residence with his wife Blanche was then in Lancaster’s Ward 7, at 424 North Street, a rental property. 

1920 US Census, Lancaster, PA 
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Abraham Lawrence Polite—World War I-ear Draft Registration 
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A braham L. Polite was a pillar of the Lancaster community.  

During his life he experienced the difficult struggles many 

endured in our nation’s goal to become a better place for all... a 

“more perfect union.” He led and participated in many new initi-

atives and programs to further that cause.   He started his life in 

the shadow of the Civil War, experienced the Jim Crow years of 

racial discrimination, waded through World War I and II, and 

competed his long life just as the Civil Rights movement of the 

1960s was gaining ground.  Many people today strongly believe 

Abraham L. Polite, Sr. was a blessing to all who live in Lancaster 

City and County. 

Political and Civic Life 

Abraham L. Polite was politically and civically active throughout 

his life and especially his time in Lancaster. Among some of his 

accomplishments are the following: 

●Early on, after moving North to Philadelphia and then Lancas-

ter, A.L. Polite was among those attending a meeting of Black 

Republicans in 1912 in which Albert E. Wilson was elected presi-

dent of the group. In his later years he became a member of the 

Democratic Party.  

●According to his obituary in the Lancaster New Era, January 15, 

1968,  "A.L. Polite Dies at 94; Church, Civic Worker,” he was  ac-

tive since 1929 in the Democratic Party and was employed in the 

Pennsylvania Department of Revenue from 1936 to 1940 in Har-

risburg.  

●He was also a caterer in the City for many years and was em-

ployed at the Stevens House. Before his retirement, he worked 

as an insurance agent for the Industrial Life Insurance Co. 

●He was a member of the Colored Waiters’ Union, and from 

within that union affiliation participated in a 1916 protest against 

the silent film Birth of a Nation that presented people of African 

descent in a very negative light. This racist film gave support for 

the growing popularity among some people for the Ku Klux Klan .  

Birth of a Nation was the first film ever shown in the White 

House. Woodrow Wilson, born in 1856 in Staunton, VA, was then 

President. Our nation’s first so-called Education President, Wil-

son was a Democrat and was responsible for segregating the op-

erations of the Federal civilian work force in Washington D.C.  

W hile looking for information on Mr. Polite’s    

involvement with the Colored Waiters Union, historian 

Leroy T. Hopkins, Jr. says:  

 “I came across a gem. The Union as well as 

W.W. Griest, the Republican U.S. Congressman,  pro-

tested in 1916 against Birth of a Nation, the racist mo-

tion picture epic silent film and persuaded Mayor Trout 

to ban it. Also Abraham L. Polite was among those at-

tending a meeting of Black Republicans in 1912 in 

which Albert E. Wilson was elected president of the 

group. Could the switch to the Democratic Party have 

anything to do with President Woodrow Wilson who 

seemed progressive during his campaign?” 
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I n 1908, Mr. Polite was a founding member of the Conestoga 

Lodge #140 of the Independent Benevolent & Protective Or-

der of Elks, as well as Elks Lodges in York and Reading. In his lat-

er years, he was involved in establishing the Crispus Attucks 

Community Center and was a long-standing officer on that 

Board of Directors.  

He was also one of the founders of the Lancaster Chapter of the 

NAACP.  He was a member of the Committee on Organization of 

the Negro Civic League of Southeastern Pennsylvania, whose 

mission is listed as Securing the American Dream for All.  He was 

a member and Treasurer of the Lancaster County Civic League.  

In 1918, at a grave-side ceremony marking the 50-year com-

memoration of the death of US Congressman Thaddeus Stevens 

at Shreiner-Concord Cemetery in Lancaster, Mr. Polite is central-

ly featured in the photograph shown here, holding a wreath for 

the League’s effort to honor the Abolitionist Republican Con-

gressman. 

This is an early example of public activism in Lancaster of A.L. 

Polite at age 42.    The young man in the center, holding the 

wreath is thought to be A.L. Polite but there is no established list 

of all the people in this photograph. Can you identify anyone?   
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1930 U.S. Census—Part 1—Polite Family resides at 540 North Street 
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1930 U.S. Census—Part 2—Polite resides at 540 North Street 
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Sanborn Fire Insurance Map, City of Lancaster, PA—Detail of Sheet 45—1912  

Bethel African Methodist Episcopal Church 

has been a strong presence in the             

Southeast Lancaster neighborhood             

since 1817 

Polite Home 
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Bethel African Methodist Episcopal Church, Strawberry & North Streets 
View from North Street near Polite Family Home 540 North Street 

540 North Street-Southwest elevation 

North Street re-named  
Nelson Polite, Sr. Way 
By Lancaster City Council, 
2015  
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H istory has always been central to Bethel African Methodist Epis-

copal Church. From the pages of the Old Testament, its 

very name documents an awareness of its roots and the 

current emphasis the church places on resolving racial 

problems, continuing a tradition always implicit in the 

church’s history.  

Under the leadership of Abraham L. Polite, who alert-

ed local Black clergy and the population, a Lancaster 

Chapter of the NAACP was organized at Bethel in 

1923. In that same year Bethel hosted the foundation-

al meeting of the Hallie Q. Brown Women’s Legislative 

Club.  

Named after of the leaders of the Colored Women’s 

Club movement, the Hallie Q. Brown Club organized rec-

reational activities for Lancaster’s Black community.   

Bethel African Methodist Episcopal Church Leadership 

A braham L. Polite was a long and influential member of the Bethel African Methodist Episcopal Church in the City of 

Lancaster, where he was a member for 67 years. He was a member of the church board.  At his death he is listed as 

“Trustee Emeritus”.   

He directed the youth choir for over 50 years and served as Sunday School Superintendent and class leader for many of 

those years.  He was a supportive worker for the church’s “Race Uplift” program. 

By Leroy T. Hopkins, Jr., PhD from his essay, A History of Bethel African Methodist Church, 2020 

The demand was so great that the Club’s resources were soon over-

taxed and it was decided to seek support from the Lancaster Rec-

reation and Playground Association (today’s Lancaster Recre-

ation Commission).  

The Colored Recreation Center was begun in 1926/27 and 

in October 1929 it was renamed the Crispus Attucks Com-

munity Center and again members of Bethel were promi-

nent in its governance and operation. The new Center’s 

first director was Ruby M. Bohee and her mother, Sophie 

Martin, was an active member of Bethel.  

Bethel remained the focal point of the activities of the 

Lancaster Chapter of the NAACP until about 1949 when 

the group went into limbo. The last reported president of 

the chapter in the 1940’s was Abraham L. Polite.  
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Bethel A.M.E. leaders, circa 1950, from a commemorative booklet 

     Can you add to the names shown here? 

      Rev. Dennis, Pastor       Walter Epps     Albert Wilson, Jr.     Walter   

         late 1930s-50s                 Book 
Mrs. Emma Hill ? 

    John Dingle  

Abraham L. Polite 

When the group was revived in 1960, another member of Bethel, 

Ashley Dudley was elected its president.  

The arrival in 1962 at Bethel of Rev. Alexander L. Stephans set off 

events which had a profound impact on race relations in Lancaster 

City. A new militancy evolved and protests marches were held in 

downtown Lancaster and at Rocky Springs Park to expose policies 

that excluded local Blacks from employment in the downtown and 

the swimming pool at Rocky Springs. 

Local reactions to the protests were swift and perhaps predictable. 

Business and industry leaders contacted the National Urban League 

and began the process which culminated in Spring 1965 with the cre-

ation of a local affiliate which, according to a story published on Sep-

tember 9, 1965 in the Intelligencer Journal, was an agency 

“designed to work professionally and effectively with community 

racial problems.” The implication was the efforts of the NAACP were 

too disruptive and in the eyes of the majority community, counter-

productive. The organization’s board was interracial with key posi-

tions held by local business leaders. The dictum that working in the 

board room was more effective than demonstrating on street was 

clearly the mantra of the new organization.  
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Family artwork commemorating Mr. Polite’s                                                

work life & commitment to community  
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A.L. Polite Flags for City, 27 Dec. 1926 

Negro Health Week New Era 5 Apr 1934 

A. L Polite & Family in the news 
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A. L. Polite & Miss E. C. Thompson    

at Stevens tribute - Sep. 15, 1933 

Pilgrimage to Stevens Grave -  

Intelligencer-Journal - 9 Aug 1935  
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Intelligencer-Journal 2 Feb 1955 

Intelligencer-Journal - 26 Jun 1953 

Intelligencer-Journal · 12 Apr 1934 
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A .L. Polite continued to be a visible participant in many of the political and 

race-relations developments in Lancaster City and County during his life.  

During the early to mid-20th century, alongside his national political interests and 

commitments, he was an influential force.  To date a short list might include the 

following: 

 

This African American travel book was used by many during the mid-20th century, 

especially prior to the development of the inter-state highway system during the 

last 1950s and 1960s when road travelers needed to rely car travel through small 

towns and cities.  In Lancaster, three homes are listed in the 1940 version of this 

Green-Book, and one is the home of A.L. Polite at 540 North Street.  This is the 

only “Tourist Home” that still stands today.  

The Polite Family in the Green Book  
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1940 U.S. Census—Polite Family continues at 540 North Street 
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T he Polites are among the original 

members of the Board of Directors, 

Crispus Attucks Community Center of 

Lancaster, 1942. 

“ Franklin W. Hart is president of the board of           

directors. Uriah Morris is vice president. Mrs.        

Carrie Foster secretary, and Mrs. George Parker     

treasurer. Members include Mrs. Hezekiah Snow,         

Dr. J. V. Sterrett, Mrs. Tolbert Michaels, Mrs. Henry 

Henderson, Miss Ella Henry, Mr. and Mrs. A. L. Polite, 

the Revs. M. F. Matthews and E. S. Dennis, Dr. John    

H. Travis, Roy Carter, Albert Wilson, Mrs. Payne,      

and Benjamin W. Morris, who is in the service.” 



26 

The Heritage of the Polite Family  © SACA Development Corp.  

Text by Leroy T. Hopkins, Jr. Ph.D. and Robert Herr, representatives of the African American Historical Society of South Central Pennsylvania. Lancaster, PA. Design by Randolph Harris, consulting historian, Lancaster, PA,                                 
May 2021 



27 

The Heritage of the Polite Family  © SACA Development Corp.  

Text by Leroy T. Hopkins, Jr. Ph.D. and Robert Herr, representatives of the African American Historical Society of South Central Pennsylvania. Lancaster, PA. Design by Randolph Harris, consulting historian, Lancaster, PA,                                 
May 2021 



28 

The Heritage of the Polite Family  © SACA Development Corp.  

Text by Leroy T. Hopkins, Jr. Ph.D. and Robert Herr, representatives of the African American Historical Society of South Central Pennsylvania. Lancaster, PA. Design by Randolph Harris, consulting historian, Lancaster, PA,                                 
May 2021 

Abraham L. 
Polite 

 
Certificate of 

Death 
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A.L. Polite Sr. ~ Nelson M. Polite, Sr. 

Passing the torch... 
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Engagement of Nelson Polite, Sr. and                   

Jean Ann Wilson, 1946. 

Shortly after World War II, at the African 

American Ball. Nelson wears the uniform of 

American Legion, Post 780, Lancaster 

Served three years in the U.S. Army 

during World War II.                                    

Stationed at Fort Lee, Virginia 
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 Jean and Nelson Polite, Sr.        Portraits from the cover of a family calendar, published in 2018 
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Church & community events through the lens of Nelson Polite, Sr. 

1960s, 70s & 80s  
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 Nelson Polite, Sr. joins protest of segregated swimming facilities at Rocky Springs Park, 1960 
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Jean and Nelson Sr. on the front porch of their home at 540 North Street, 2000 
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Polite Family Calendar photography & design by Nelson Polite, Jr. 2020 
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Intelligencer-Journal - 3-31-2004 
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Obituary—Nelson M. Polite, Sr., March 3, 2016  

Published by LancasterNewspapers—     

https://lancasteronline.com/obituaries/nelson-m-polite-sr/article_297650fc-a0f4-577f-badd-03d6e7c41428.html 
 

Nelson is a lifelong resident of Lancaster, Pa., born on Halloween in 1923, who departed from this life on February 22, 2016. He is a widower who 

was married to Jean A. Wilson Polite for over 54 years. To that union there are three siblings namely Deborah Miller, Nelson Jr. and Patrice Dixon, 

all University Graduates. 

He graduated from the public schools of Lancaster and received several awards for achievements in sports and he played trumpet in the band. 

Most recently Nelson was recognized as a distinguished high school alumnus from the J. P. McCaskey High School Alumni and currently he is an 

active member of the alumni board. He graduated from the Lancaster Business College and took specialized courses at Franklin & Marshall Col-

lege; Stevens Tech School; and Michigan State University along with many years of training in sales and marketing. 

Nelson served his country on active military duty for three years in the United States Army during World War II and was honorably discharged in 

1946. After his discharge from the service, he organized and directed a 75 piece award winning Junior Herd Drum and Bugle Corps consisting of 

many neighborhood juveniles who were members of the Conestoga Lodge of Elks Junior Herd. He attained the rank of Boy Scout Life Award and 

was an active Boy Scoutmaster. He retired as a U.S Federal Civil Service Marketing and Sales Manager, after 42 years, and he received numerous 

awards and recognitions for distinguished service during his career. 

Nelson has committed his life to serving his Church, community and eliminating racism. He continues to be a voice for change in the dialogue 

concerning ways of fairly upgrading the lives of many residents making sure they are recognized, not forgotten and are getting equal access in job 

opportunities, housing, quality of life improvements, educational benefits and fair treatment. 

Nelson is possibly the longest serving elected Lancaster City Councilman whose tenure lasted for 12 years. During his tenure he served as Presi-

dent and Vice President of the Council. He decided not to seek another term and retired from Council December 31, 2011. 

Other religious and community activities include being active in the Bethel AME Church Lancaster all of his life. Nelson continues to serve in many 

capacities; currently he is a Trustee Emeritus and Chair of the Elders Board. Other board memberships include: United Way; Boy Scouts of Ameri-

ca Commissioner; Executive Board Lancaster Branch NAACP; Martin Luther King Scholarship Committee; City Democratic Committee Member; 

State Weed and Seed; Tall Team boards; City Recreation Commission; former president and now board member, Crispus Attucks Recreation  

                  Continued 
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Center; Positive Image Action Group; LHOP Inner City; Elm Street--designed to improve the neglected city neighborhoods. Nelson was also the for-

mer Chairman of the Lancaster City Planning Commission; Vice President Community Action Program Board; The Lancaster Urban League Board; 

the Lancaster County Historical Society Board; Former president of the Arbor Place & Model Cities Board; Treasurer of a neighborhood drug 

fighting group named DADDS; Neighborhood Block Captain; and retired board member of the Southeast Lancaster Health Center. 

Brother Polite joined Mt. Horeb Masonic Blue Lodge 69 years ago & served as Worshipful Master in 1952 and is currently its longtime Secretary. 

He has served the MW Prince Hall Grand Lodge of PA in the following capacities: Grand Lecturer; District Lecturer; Grand Trustee; and currently 

Brother Polite is the Director/Liaison to the Elizabethtown Masonic Village Admissions. He holds membership in Harrisburg Himyar Shrine Temple 

#17 and served as its Potentate; Recorder, Deputy of the Oasis and Patrol Captain; served as High Priest of Harris Holy Royal Arch Chapter #26, 

Harrisburg; member of the State Grand Royal Arch Credentials and Registration Committee; and Past Commander-In-Chief of Nimrod Consistory 

#9, Harrisburg. Brother Polite was elevated to the 33rd and last degree in Masonry as a part of the United Supreme Council Ancient & Accepted 

Scottish Rite in 1975 and most recently was elected as the Pennsylvania State President of The Commanders of the Rite, a group of 33rd and last 

degree Prince Hall Masons. 

Brother Polite has received numerous awards, to name a few: Urban League Family of the Year; City Red Rose Award; Human Relations Commis-

sion Humanitarian Award; CAP Community Leaders Award; and Boy Scouts Silver Beaver Award; Bethel AME Church; and a 2006 WGAL TV Jeffer-

son Award Nominee. Most recently his life's history was video recorded & posted on Facebook by the Lancaster County Foundation. 

Funeral services will be held on Saturday, March 5, 2016 at 12:00 noon from Bright Side Baptist Church, 515 Hershey Avenue, Lancaster, PA. 

There will be a viewing on Friday, March 4, 2016 from 1:00 PM until 9:00 PM from the Bethel AME Church, 450 East Strawberry Street, Lancaster. 

On Saturday, March 5, at Bright Side Baptist Church, there will also be a viewing from 8:00 AM - 9:00 AM, followed by the Masonic Service from 

9:15 AM - 10:30 AM. Final viewing will be from 10:30 AM until the time of the service. Interment will be in the Riverview Cemetery, Lancaster. 

In lieu of flowers, memorial gifts may be made to Lancaster County Community Foundation, In Honor of Mr. Nelson M. Polite, Sr., 24 West King 

St., Suite 201, Lancaster, PA 17603. 

Ministry of Comfort entrusted to Emmett Golden Hunt Memorial Chapel, Inc., 427 East Lincoln Highway, Coatesville -- 610-380-8000. Visit us at 

www.huntmemorialchapel.com 
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May 31, 2015 - Lancaster Newspapers.com. Editorial 
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http://www.nelsonpolite.com/ 
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H ARRISBURG, April 11 – The state House of Representatives unanimously adopted H.R. 773 honoring the life of Lancaster civil rights leader 

Nelson M. Polite Sr., introduced by state Rep. Mike Sturla, D- Lancaster. 

Polite, who died in February at 92, served as former presi-

dent of Lancaster City Council and former chairman of the 

Lancaster City Planning Commission. In addition to his ser-

vice to the city, he was a member of the NAACP, Crispus 

Attucks Community Center, Lancaster Recreation Commis-

sion, Bethel African Methodist Episcopal Church and the 

United Way. 

A  member of the Boy Scouts, Polite formed Troop 15 in 

1947. He was also a member of the Ancient & Accept-

ed Scottish Rite Masons and was a 33rd Degree Ma-

son, the highest honor in the Free Masons. 

D uring the civil rights era, Polite protested segregation 

in Lancaster. He helped to lead protests at the segre-

gated Rocky Springs pool and outside downtown stores that offered few jobs to African-Americans. After the 1968 assassination of Martin Luther 

King Jr., he walked the streets to urge calm. Polite was a civil rights icon who always worked for equality and fairness. 

“ I am privileged to commemorate Nelson Polite’s life and contributions to Lancaster. He truly embodied a good citizen and I am proud to have 

called him a friend. I will miss him and his profound advice and explanations, and I’m sure all who knew him will miss him as well,” Sturla said. 

Honoring the life of Lancaster icon Nelson Polite 
By Pennsylvania House Rep. Mike Sturla    April 11, 2016  

http://www.legis.state.pa.us/cfdocs/billInfo/billInfo.cfm?sYear=2015&sInd=0&body=H&type=R&bn=773
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From the website of the Lancaster County Community Foundation—Forever Lancaster—Stories of Giving 

https://www.lancfound.org/cbos/stories-of-giving/deborah-nelson-jr-karen-polite/ 

"I believe that people will continue to say that Nelson Polite influenced them." Karen Polite  
W hen you mention the name “Mr. Polite” in Lancaster you receive a smile. “Our dad was here to serve 

and was a man of action,” his daughter, Deborah, explains. After nearly a century in Lancaster, Mr. 

Polite’s influence swept wide across the community from launching the first African American Boy Scout 

troop, to creating the city’s vibrant Drum & Bugle Corps, to his service to Bethel AME Church, and a seat on 

Lancaster City Council. “His own experience as a Boy Scout was significant,” Nelson Jr. reflects. “It built an in-

tegrity that he carried throughout his life.” His daughter-in-law Karen continues, “He was the voice for African 

Americans [in Lancaster],” she says. “He was our elder statesman.” 

T ogether with his wife, Jean Polite, the couple set deep roots in their family home on North Street and 

kept an open door for conversation on the porch or shared moments around the kitchen table. “One of 

my mother’s favorite sayings to us was “don’t forget the bridge that carried you across.”” Deborah says, be-

lieving that their job “is to reach back and help [those coming behind].”   Today, the Polite family works 

through Forever Lancaster to keep  Mr. Polite’s vibrant impact alive. They focus on values that are a priority in 

their family: mentorship, integrity, civic duty, and family. “Dad taught us that community is your family,” Deb-

orah declares. “It is evolving and everlasting, and his legacy can live within it.” 

“  I believe that he planted seeds [here],” Karen reflects. “I believe that people will continue to say that     

Nelson Polite influenced them.” 
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