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ROTARY INTERNATIONAL
By Diane Keely
Today’s worldwide organization of 1.2 million members had its beginnings in a Chicagoan’s fond memories of
friendship in the New England town where he grew up. In the fall of 1900, attorney Paul P. Harris met fellow
attorney Bob Frank for dinner in a well-off neighborhood on Chicago’s North Side. As the two men walked
around the area and stopped at different shops, Harris was impressed by Frank’s friendships with many
shopkeepers. Harris thought his own yearning for camaraderie must be shared by many others who had come
to Chicago from farms and small towns, and eventually he persuaded other local businessmen to discuss
forming a club for commercial trade, community, and fellowship. This vision was the foundation for the Rotary
that we know.

Above: The four original Rotarians (L-R): Sylvester Schiele, Paul P. Harris, Hiram E. Shorey, Gustavus E. Loehr.

The Rotary Club of Chicago, the world’s first service club, was founded on February 23, 1905, by Harris and
three other men (see photo above). They moved from place to place for their meetings, hence their name.
Rotary’s popularity spread quickly: by 1925 Rotary clubs existed across the US and on six continents; it had
grown to over 2,000 clubs and some 108,000 members. In 1922, the organization changed its name to Rotary
International (RI).

Above: Rotarians have preserved their original meeting place, Room 711 in Chicago’s United Building, recreating the
office as it was in 1905. After moving from the original RI headquarters on Ridge Avenue in Evanston, the office was
given a permanent home on the 16th floor of today’s headquarters on Sherman Avenue.

As RI grew, its mission expanded from members’ professional and social interests to community service. The
organization attracted many distinguished persons – presidents, prime ministers, and many other luminaries,
e.g., author Thomas Mann, diplomat Carlos P. Romulo, humanitarian Albert Schweitzer, and composer Jean
Sibelius. In 1942, Rotarians already began looking to the postwar era. The conference they advocated to
promote international educational and cultural exchanges inspired the founding of UNESCO. In 1945, 40
Rotarians served in 29 delegations to the UN Charter Conference.
As early as 1917, RI President Arch C. Klumph proposed an endowment “for the purpose of doing good in the
world.” The death of Paul Harris in 1947 prompted a significant flow of contributions into Rotary International.
With this increase in endowment funds, the Paul Harris Memorial Fund (later the Rotary Foundation) was
established as a distinct entity within Rotary International. More than one billion dollars has been donated
since the endowment began in 1917. Through grants, fellowships, and programs, the Rotary Foundation has
carried out decades of vital work for international understanding and world peace. The Foundation is the
world’s largest private provider of international scholarships, helping more than 1,000 students annually to
study abroad and serve as cultural ambassadors, and also supporting opportunities to earn a master’s degree
in peace and conflict resolution.
In 1989, Rotary adopted the motto “Service above Self.” The same year the
organization voted to admit women to clubs worldwide, and today they are
integral to its membership. As Rotary approached the 21st century, service
efforts were expanded to address pressing issues such as environmental
degradation, lack of clean water, illiteracy, world hunger, poverty, and
children at risk. Following the Berlin Wall’s collapse and the Soviet Union’s
dissolution, Rotary clubs were formed or re-established throughout Central
and Eastern Europe and Russia. Rotary International has grown to include
more than 34,000 clubs in 200 countries and geographic areas.
Left: PolioPlus is Rotary’s flagship program. RI works with the Global Polio
Eradication Initiative, the World Health Organization, UNICEF, and the U.S. Centers
for Disease Control and Prevention to eradicate polio. By the time polio is gone,
Rotarians will have contributed $850 million and countless volunteer hours to
immunize more than two billion children in 122 countries. This statue outside Rotary
International’s world headquarters at 1560 Sherman Avenue was designed by artist
Glenna Goodacre of Santa Fe, NM. Dedicated in June 1991, it portrays Rotary
International’s ongoing commitment to the health and wellbeing of the children of
the world.

A Sherman Garden Connection

Paul P. Harris, in the portrait on the left, is the initiator of
the Rotary organization. To his right is Chesley Perry, the first secretary, who served in this role from 1910 to
1942. Following Perry’s death, his wife moved to Sherman Garden Apartments. Later, when a new resident
moved into her apartment in building 1856, he found four boxes of materials documenting Perry’s work as a
Rotarian. These became invaluable to another (and current) Sherman Garden resident, Richard Harrison, who
was writing Perry’s biography, published in 2005 as The Rotary Life of Chesley Reynolds Perry!
Photos by Diane Keely. Used courtesy of Rotary International.
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