
MK Betterment Association
During 1963, in the McKee City section of Egg Harbor Township, 
New Jersey, Mr. Atlas Lane and his wife Elva came up with 
wonderful ideas to improve their community including the birth 
of the “Betterment Association.” 

This organization helped spur the betterment of lives for McKee City 
residents in many ways, including some of these improvements:

• Street lights and paved roads

• Shelters for students waiting for the buses

• Bringing cable TV to area homes in the late 1980s 

• Activities for the area children 

•  The Bulldog Basketball Team. Founded and coached by Mr. and 
Mrs. Stephen Davis became a very successful and talented traveling 
basketball team.

From the late 1990’s, it was continued by Clarence Davenport and 
Lenore Douglas leading the way until Egg Harbor Township’s Police 
Athletic League took over the grounds and facility.

On December 31, 2020, the Egg Harbor Township Parks and 
Recreation Department took back the property and rejuvenated the 
spirit of the MK Betterment Association for Egg Harbor Township 
residents. The building has been renovated, pickle ball courts added, 
and the basketball tradition is being kept alive. 

Founders
Atlas Lane – Visionary who initiated the MK Betterment Association
Mrs. Marie Barker • Mrs. Annie Caldwell • Mrs. Bertha Childs
Mr. James Counts • Mr. & Mrs. Stephen Davis • Mr. James Glover
Mr. Joseph Hall • Mr. William Hector • Mr. Winfred Jenkins
Mrs. Elva Lane • Mrs. Martha Preston • Mr. & Mrs. James Roberts
Mr. Robert Sapp • Mr. Jerry Stambler • Mr. James Tillman

MK Betterment Association – Building a Better Community in McKee City

Colonel John McKee
When Col. John McKee passed away in April of 1902, 
the headline in the Philadelphia Evening Telegraph 
reported:“Wealthiest Colored Man in this Country Passes 
Away at 80 Years.” His estate was said to be valued at 
$4,500,000 and consisted mostly of real estate. At one 
time he owned a million acres of land.

Col. McKee was born in Alexandria, VA in 1821 where 
he became an indentured brick maker. At 21 years 
of age, Col McKee moved to Philadelphia to work
 in a livery stable. Later he entered the service of 
James Prosser, a well-known restaurateur on 
Market Street, below Eighth Street. He married 
Mr. Prosser’s daughter and ran the restaurant 
until about 1866.

Upon retiring from the restaurant business, 
he entered the real estate business, buying and 
selling property for himself. 

Col. McKee’s military career included organizing 
and commanding the 13th Regiment, N.G.P. in 
the 5th brigade under General Louis P. Wagner 
and the 8th New Jersey, another colored brigade. 
He served in the Civil War.

He was the founder and owner of McKee City which was 
easily accessible from Philadelphia via the West Jersey 
Railroad. The 4,000-acre planned community was where 
African Americans from the south could settle after the 
Civil War. The city included a schoolhouse, church, and a 
number of dormitory-type houses.

When Colonel McKee died, he left his daughter Abbie 
a shabby house and a legacy of just $300, and $50 for 
each of her children, with most of the rest going to 
the Catholic Church. Locally, his legacy includes the 
St. Kathrine Drexel Church. As a philanthropist, 
he chose to give most of his fortune to the Catholic 
Church which stemmed from his coming down with 
typhoid fever in 1896. He was turned away by other 
white caregivers, but Catholic nuns were willing to 
minister to him and to other African Americans.

Founder of McKee City
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MK Betterment Association – Time Line in Relationship with Col. John McKee
August 8, 1963
The MK Betterment 
Association was started 
in by Atlas Lane who 
wanted to improve his 
local community.

January 18, 1980
MK Betterment Association 
Newsletter talks of Meetings for 
the MK Betterment to be held at 
E.H. Slaybaugh School every 
3rd Friday from 8pm-10:30pm.

December 19, 1991
New Jersey Governor James Florio 
o� icially congratulates Mr. Atlas Lane 
on the naming of the street where 
the MK Betterment Association is 
located as “Atlas Lane.”

2003
Current Newspaper – PAL purchased MK Betterment 
properties on Atlas Lane and on Tilton Road for $1 after 
paying back taxes. PAL handed the property to the Township 
and then paid rent. It was to be used for slot car tracks, air 
hockey, computers, Play Station, Foosball, and tutoring. 

April 11, 2022
Egg Harbor Township Parks and Recreation announced 
that the MK Betterment Park improvement project had 
begun. The project included new pickleball courts, a 
new basketball court, new parking lot and sidewalk, 
and improvements to the original building.

May 21, 2023
Relatives of the founders of the MK Betterment, 
Association joined the GEHTHS, the EHT Recreation 
department, and EHT residents under sunny skies 
to help cut the ribbon for the newly renovated 
MK Betterment, building and grounds. 

1884
McKee City founded by 
Colonel John McKee near 
the former Pennsylvania-
Reading Railroad.

April 6, 1902
Col. McKee dies the 
wealthiest African 
American in the 
United States

March 9, 2002
The Church of Saint Katharine Drexel began its own distinct ministry 
as the 141st parish in the Diocese of Camden. In his Last Will and 
Testament, Col. McKee bequeathed most of his estate to the Most 
Reverend Patrick John Ryan, Archbishop of Philadelphia and his 
successors in O� ice, to be used for various uses and trusts.

MK Betterment Association Building Rededicated - May 21, 2023
Barry Lane, son of Atlas and Elva Lane, had the honor of cutting the ribbon with 
help from Mayor Laura Pfrommer for the newly renovated MK Betterment building. 
Relatives of the MK Betterment Association founders who joined the emotional 
tribute to a community spirit that their families developed in the 1960’s included 
Gail Hall-Parker, Clarence Davenport, Joseph Rice, Natalie Hall-Rice, Harriet Saxon, 
Yvonne and David Allmond, and Lynette and Barry Lane. 

Original MK Betterment Association T-Shirt 
Donated by Barry Lane, son of founder Atlas Lane

Street Near MK Betterment Association O� icially Named Atlas Lane
Governor James Florio recognizes the accomplishments of Mr. Atlas Lane. 
Pictured is Mr. Atlas Lane and his wife Mrs. Elva Lane. Elva passed on March 
20, 2023 at the age of 104

Upon his passing in 1902, Col. John McKee 
was the wealthiest African American in the 
nation. In his will, he directed that a great 
bulk of his estate be held in trust for the 
purpose of establishing a school for “poor 
colored and white male orphaned children 
between the ages of twelve and eighteen 
years.” Orphaned meaning fatherless. 

� e McKee Scholarship continues to award 
scholarships to fatherless males upon 
graduation from high school.

“A Gift from Col. John McKee” –  Artist: Steve Gibson
Created for the 2010 Egg Harbor Township Tercentennial Celebration
Original painting donated to GEHTHS by Cygnus Creative Arts Centre

Col. John McKee Home and Land Restrictions
John McKee owned about 4 thousand acres along the Pennsylvania Reading Seashore 
railroad lines and Harding Highway, in Hamilton and Egg Harbor Townships. He had 
streets laid out and houses were built which were salt box style. The houses were 
very well built with strong foundations and plastered walls. Most of the houses were 
two rooms downstairs, three on the second floor and two on the third. There was no 
inside plumbing or heating. Almost all had an open front porch. The Colonel furnished 
rails for fencing along the front of the properties and along the lanes. He stipulated in 
the farmers’ leases that the fences were to be white washed once a year. There were 
about 18 farms along the railroad in the Egg Harbor Township area, each with about 
50 acres , while farms along Harding Highway were about 100 acres. Arthur Boerner 
was one of the early lesses. (Picture). 

Colonel McKee decreed that in the first year, two and one-half acres of rye and 
timothy seed should be planted in the fall and the same amount of clover in the 
spring. No hay , straw or feed was to be sold o�  the farms, but were to be used at the 
farm itself. The tenants were forbidden to cut down any cedar trees on the property. At 
the end of five years, if they obeyed all the stipulations, they were allowed to re-lease 
for another 10 years at 50 dollars a year, payable semi-annually. He died in 1902 at the 
age of 81. He left the land in today’s McKee City area to the jurisdiction of the Catholic 
Church for 999 years.*

Ground Breaking for the Original MK Betterment Area
Mr. Atlas Lane, on the far left, was the founder of the Betterment Association Member 
James Glover and Jake Glassey attend the ground breaking for the original McKee City 
Betterment Association building. 


