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James D. Elder
1903 - 1983
On October 16, 1984, a dedication was held by members of the North Edison
Civic Improvement Club to honor James D. Elder, a long-time activist who
spent many years working for the good of the North Edison community.

Elder Park, located on Grove Avenue and Firethorn Drive is the only park
named to honor one of the township's African American citizens.

Mr. Elder moved to Potters Crossing from Hempstead, NY in 1935 with his
wife,Viola. Mr. Elder came to the community with valuable assets, a
Bachelor of Law Degree from City College in New York City and a Juris
Doctor Degree from Brooklyn Law School.

The couple immediately joined Mt. Zion Freewill Baptist Church where he
became a trustee and was appointed chairman. As chairman, James Elder
helped the church buy land and build a modern facility in Potters Crossing. A
groundbreaking ceremony for the new church was held in 1967,

Mr. Elder was one of the founding members of the Potters Civic Improvement
Club, later renamed the North Edison Civic Improvement Club. The North
Edison Civic Improvement Club received full support from then-Edison
Mayor Anthony M. Yelencsis and the Township Council. An urban renewal
program was begun and the Mayor appointed Mr. Elder as one of the
commissioners of the newly created Housing Authority of the Township of
Edison.

James and Viola had two children, Eric and Janet and custody of two
grandchildren, Enc jr. and Sheila
Grandchildren, Great-Grandchildren and Great-Great Grandchildren

James Elder died in 1983, one year before the dedication. Viola Elder
attended the dedication with family and friends. Viola died in 1997. Their
son, Eric, died in 2012.

The family would like to thank the Edison Township commumty for
remembering the origin of Elder Park and what it represents; the dedication of
Mr. Elder's contributions to the economic growth of his community.









Mr. James D. Elder

The man behind James D. Elder Park, North Edison, NJ

James Elder was born in Memphis, TN July 30, 1903. His parents, Minnie and James Sr.
had two children Emma and James. James Sr. was the first Black man to become founder
and editor of a newspaper published in Memphis. James, his Mother, and sister left
Memphis when James was nine years old and moved to Hempstead, NY. He graduated
from Hempstead High School and was Sr. Editor of the Patriot Staff, the school
newspaper. During his high school years, James was an excellent student who enjoyed
learning. This caption was written under his yearbook photo:

"Whence is all thy learning? Hath thy toil O'er books consumed the midnight
oil?"

Latin was his favorite subject. Also written in the yearbook:

"James Elder! How that name rings through the Latin room. When Miss McDermott has
almost given up all hope of our ever learning Latin, she turns to James to console herself.
James always has a cheerful smile that greets us when we feel blue. Undoubtedly Irving
Berlin will never attempt to compose a song entitled "The James Elder Blues." Having
established for himself a reputation in scholarship, James will be especially missed in the
classes where the students leave it for the "other fellow" to do the work. He will be a
valuable asset to the freshmen class of City College next year."

Those words reflect the Father I knew. My father was the other fellow who got the job
done. After graduation, James decided his career would be in law. He attended City
College in New York City where he spent two years studying Pre-Law. After four years
attending Brooklyn Law School, James received his Bachelor of Law Degree, the only
black man in his class. My father’s dream of becoming an attorney didn't occur. As 1
remember my father’s statement, and I quote: "After I graduated from law school, black
attorneys were starving, there was no work." During his college years, he was employed
with the General Post Office in New York and after graduation from law school worked
there full-time until his retirement after 35 years. I remember the stories my father told
us about his work and his accomplishments. He never allowed his skin color to hold him
back. There were several African Americans employed at the Post Office but it was
James who was determined to be promoted to work behind the Registered Mail cage. He
was turned down several times even though he had the training and skill to perform the
job efficiently. After several more attempts, he was promoted, the first and only black
who worked in that position until his retirement. He was a very determined man who
believed in a good education and fair treatment of people. He knew things would not be
easy, but with his drive and determination things were accomplished.

James Elder and Viola Taylor were married in June 1931 in Hempstead, NY. They
moved to Potters Crossing in May 1935. Through this union they had two children, Eric
and Janet.
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They immediately became active members of Mt. Zion Baptist Church where James
served on the Board of Trustees and later was elected Chairman.

James and Viola loved the country atmosphere of Potters Crossing after moving from
New York, but James knew improvements had to be made to improve the quality of life
for his family and friends. James was always the type of person who made friends easily.
As stated in the Hempstead High School Yearbook: he always has a cheerful smile. He
and my mother made others feel welcome because of their natural personalities.

James organized the Potters Civic Improvement Club, Inc. and through the efforts of the
Club the name of the community was changed to North Edison. The North Edison Civic
Improvement Club, Inc. received full support from Edison Mayor Anthony Yelencsis and
the Township Council. An Urban Renewal Program was started and the Mayor
appointed James Elder as one of the Commissioners of the newly created Housing
Authority of the Township of Edison. Improvements started to happen. Before the Civic
Improvement Club was organized there was no public service bus transportation to and
from North Edison. My Father, along with the club members, had the bus route extended
to include North Edison. A new Mt. Zion Baptist Church was built on grounds selected
by James Elder and Bishop Anderson Adams, Pastor of Mt. Zion. An appreciation dinner
was held by members of Mt. Zion Baptist Church December 1981 for James. What he
wanted to obtain through the committee was to have better housing that could be afforded
by the residents of North Edison. Many problems and disagreements arose but the
program developed and the problems were resolved.

Whenever James had leisure time, he would play the piano, listen to music from the big
band era or read books. Reading was his favorite past time. Volumes of Bible literature,
law books, and mystery novels lined the bookshelves that he built himself. We had
multiple sets of encyclopedias, always had up to date dictionaries and all sorts of
literature to use for school projects and research. He was a devoted family man who
spent a great deal of time with his wife and two children.

Park Dedication Honors James Elder
This newspaper headline was printed in the News Tribune Wednesday, Oct. 17, 1984

The late James D. Elder, a man who spent many years working for the good of the North
Edison community was honored yesterday as a park was renamed for him on Grove
Avenue. The former Groveland Park was chosen by members of the North Edison Civic
Improvement Club who urged the township to change the name to James D. Elder Park.
Mr. Elder served as a commissioner of the township housing authority and was
remembered yesterday for his work in the community. The park site is located where
Mr. and Mrs. Elder had their home built when they first came to the community. The
money for the park didn’t come easily for the members but they wanted something to last
in the memory of James D. Elder. Part of the funds was derived from the sale of the
organization’s building located on Inman Avenue, which was demolished for urban
renewal.



