
In 1969, newlyweds and recent graduates from 

South  Carolina State College (SCSC) with degrees in 

education Malachi and Olivia Cunningham established 

the Tigershark Aquatic Association. What started out 

as an inner-city swim team of nine boys from north 

Philadelphia grew over the course of 16 years to serve 

over 230 co-ed swimmers, Black and white.

 Malachi and Olivia started the Tigersharks as a way 

 to get boys and girls off the streets and away from the 

 prevalent gang activity of the neighborhood. As part of 

 the St. Joseph’s Prep Community Recreation Program,  the 

swim club included mandatory hour-long study sessions 
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that were followed by two hours of daily training. With 

 academic achievement as a foundation of the Tigershark 

ethos, many of the Cunninghams’ swimmers went on 

to  college (some with swimming scholarships), with a 

majority earning degrees.

 ”The TigerShark program, with all  that it involved, 

to teammates,  to Libby and me and our daughter, was a 

safe haven.”

 As a 12-year-old, Malachi swam at the Connie Mack 

 Recreation Center (coached by Mr. Dan Corbett) and 

 participated in year-round swimming at Temple Area 

Pool. A fierce competitive swimmer, Malachi thrived to 
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eventually represent the North Branch YMCA, Christian 

Street  YMCA and Vesper Swim Team in competitions 

throughout Philadelphia. He earned an athletic 

scholarship to SCSC. 

 In 1968, Malachi returned with Olivia to his home city 

to teach in the Philadelphia School District. Malachi 

would also return to his home pool to become the 

Director of Temple Area Pool, and to start the Tigersharks 

competitive swim club.

 “The first group, we had to teach them what we wanted 

from them. We’re not talking swimming wise. We’re talking 

about our culture, and then they passed it on. They 

inspired one another.  It’s just a marvelous feeling, when 

you see people helping one another to do the right thing.”

 For close to two decades, Coach Malachi and Olivia 

worked all week in the classroom and devoted their 

 weekends to practice, shared meals and competitive 

swim meets. These meets exposed their swimmers 

to a diverse world outside of the neighborhood. The 

Tigersharks  swam in pools throughout the country, with 

opportunities  to develop self-esteem and pride as they 

were exposed  to and navigated environments that were 

very different from their own. 

 “Swimming offers socialization. It offers stress 

reduction. I just want everyone to have the opportunity, 

accessibility.  I want the pools to be available,  maintained 

and looking good.”
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“SWIMMING OFFERS SOCIALIZATION. IT OFFERS 
STRESS REDUCTION. I JUST WANT EVERYONE TO 

HAVE THE OPPORTUNITY, ACCESSIBILITY.”

Participants in We Can Swim! UPenn

The Tigershark Swim Team




