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An unassuming

school principal

made history as the

first woman to
lead a Rotary club.

by Julie A. Jacob

N THE MORNING OF 4 MAY 1987, MVI,AWHITLOCK
WAS DRIVING ALONG THE FREEWAY TO HER IOB AS AN
ELEAAENTARY SCHOOL PRINCIPAL WHEN SHE HEARD
THE NEWS ON THE RADIO. THE U.S. SUPREIvIE COURT

had just issued a ruling that, in

essencg meant that women could

join U.S. Rotary clubs. "l was so

excited, I could hardly wait to get to

school," recalls Whitlock, who was

then president-elect of what the

locals called the "ex-Rotary Club of

Duafte," the small California club that

lost its charler in 1978 for admitting

women. "When I got to school, all

the cameras were there, They

interviewed us for four hours."

The Supreme Court's decision

made the evening news and the front
page of area newspapers. Two

months later, when Whitlock was

sworn in as the reinstated club's

president, she made Rotary and U.S.

history by becoming the first woman

president of a Rotary club.

Whitlock says she didn't join

Rotary to be a trailblazer She simply

wanted to serve. Helping others is a

value that Whitlock, born in New York

City and raised in Jamaica, absorbed

in childhood. Her mother was her role

model. "She was always doing things

for neighbors and children. As a pedi-

atric nurse, she influenced a lot of

families," she recalls. " N/y grand-

mother before her also set that

example for me when I was a child,

and I can vividly remember instances

where she responded to the needs of

neighbors around her."

After high school, Whitlock retu rned

to New York, where she earned a

bachelors degree in psychology from

Hunter College. Following the birth

of her son, she and her husband, a

production manager for NBC tele-

vision, moved to Pomona, Calil,

where the mild climate reminded her

of Jamaica.

ln the years that followed, Whitlock

gave birth to another son and a

daughter; earned graduate and doc-

toral degrees n education, and

became a schoo administrator in

nearby Duarte, an ethnically diverse

town of 20,000 nestied at the foot of

the San Gabriel Mountains, 20 miles

norlheasi o; Los Angeles.

lleani,,h le, the Rotary Club of

Duarte ,n'as undergoing changes and

gro\,!,th of its own. ln 1976, the club

rnvited three women - two school

p. ^c pals and a psychologist - to join,

a violation of Rl poliqr at the time,Ihe

club's chafter was revoked in 1978,

and a lawsuit was filed. The case

made its way through the legal sys-

tem until the Supreme Court decided

the matter. ln 1989, the Rl Counci

on Legislation voted to open club

membership to women worldwide,

!
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TJCH A ORE
SENSITIVE,

AATJCH KTORE
AWARE PERSON."

-Sylvia Whiilock
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.JHAT'S 
WFLY]YE-IOIN, BECAUSE WEWANT TO SERVEI"- rr,u,u whirock

Whitlock accepted an invitation to
join the Duafie club in 1982, even
though her schedule was tight (she

was now a widow raising three chil-
dren and working full-time). ,,1 

had
never been involved in a service club
before," Whitlock says. 

,,But 
it was a

great oppoftunity to get involved. I

just really jumped at the chance,,,

Whitlock says she did not aspire to
be club president, but she notes that in
a small club almost everyone ger a

chance at the office sooner or later Her
turn just happened to occur during that
landmark year.

"lt was just coincidence that the
Supreme Court decision came during
my presidential yea;,, she says. "l did
not start the action; there were three
other women who were there from
the beginning."

Although Whitlock didn,t join
Rotary to be a pioneer, her experience
at a presidents-elect training seminar
(PETS) in February 1987 made her
realize just how important it was for
women to have the opportunity to
serve, Up until that point, she hadn,t
fully understood the scope of Rotary!
humanitarian and educational pro-
grams worldwide. "l became even
more determined that this was where
women needed to bg,,she says. Even
though she was the lone woman
among 300 men at the pET! she
remembers her male colleagues treat_
ing her with nothing but wirmth and
cordiality.

When Whitlock began her term as
president, she says she put pressure
on herself to run the club as effi_
ciently and effectively as possiblg
especially since it had become a
popular make-up club and thus was

under constant obser.,,a:,or ov Rotar_
ians from all over.

0f the club's many pro.e:s :..rring
her year as president, \'.- : ::. ja,s
the highlight was jts r.to.. ... :- ,-
orphanage in Tecatg Mexico, l}: : _:
donated money and supplies : - :
arranged for a physician and oe::.:
to travel there to provide care, i:e
club also helped establish a nrsc
program in Duarte s schools and
became very active in The Rotary

Foundation s Ambassadorial Scholar_

ships program.

Although the club worked to recruit
new members, gender was not a

major factor; Whitlock says The club
now has about 20 members, half of
them women.

Janet lVanriqug the club,s current
president, describes Whitlock as a
"quiet, effective leader,, with a deeo
vein of compassion and a knack Io.
delegating responsibilities and qeninc
others involved.

"The word that just comes nre_
diately to mind is humanist. Sylvia has
a strong commitment to people,,, sa,,,s

lVanrique, also a school administratoi
"When she sees an injustice or surrer_
ing, she wants to help. Sylvia is also a

mentor. She is always suppoftjve and
looking for ways to promote peopJe in
the organization or give young people
opportunities for growth through
programs like youth Exchanoe and
Ambassadorial Scholars.,,

Whitlock says that during her term
as presiden[ both Rotarians and non_
Rotarianl with very few exceptions,
were overwhelmingly supportive.
Somewhat annoying, however, were
the silly questions from repofters, one
of whom actually asked if the food

was better at meetings since women
joined. Whitlockt response: ,,Nq

because women didn,t join to do the
cooking."

One enjoyable moment that year
occurred when she raas on vacation
in London and made up a meeting at
a local ciub, where the member toist_
ed both her and the queen. Wherever
stre made up a meeting that year; she
sa6 strc was asked to speak about
her eperiences

Her dikken vrrere also supportivg
sfrc say5 alilrqgh as teenagers they
didnt see wtpt all ihe fuss was aboui.
"l'm not zure ifrey understood the
significance of what was happen_

110 
tnen, but nor,rr trey dq,, says

Whitlock. "l was stilljust t'reir mom.,,
They are now hulHanis fullorrys, and
she sees them as promising future
Rotarians.

fuked how women have chanEec
Rotary over the past 1 7 yearl Whitlock
says that clubs surely have benefited
from the organizational skills and
altention to deta jl that many women
possess, in addition to their overall
con:ribrtions as committed Rotarianl
:en!e: ^or,r,ithstanding, "just the
'ace c' Rotary changed,, with the
aoc: on of women, she says, 

,,but

Roiary's commitment to seruice has

"or changed, and thati why we join,

because we want to serye.,,

Whitlock says that Rotary changed
ner, however. Her involvement has
made her much more aware of the
interconnectedness of people around
the world. "l gained a greater aware_
ness of how small our world really is

and what our needs really are,,, she
explains. "l may have picked up a

newspaper and read about a situa-
tion, but I probably would have never
become involved. Rotary has made
me a much more sensitive, much
more aware person."

[Continued on page 53]
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Wl#:iJ:?r.ffi'r#,*:
who served RI as district governors:

Grady Halbert, Crowell, Gxas, USA,
1953-54; Melvin R. Dunn, Booneville,
Ark., US.A' t9G0-61; Eharles L. pen_
field, Hollis-Brookline, N.H., USA,
197 5-7 6; Wendell Hovelstad, Elgin,
Ill., USA, I975-7G; Jong Duk L-ee,
Pusan-North, Korea, 1977 -7g; Elarence
Howard Hagmeier, portland, Ore.,
USA, 1933-84; Eric Nicholson, The
Deepings, England, l9g3-g4; Boberto
P. Hahn, Guayaquil Norre, Ecuador,
1987-88; Luis Eduardo Toledo, Santa
Rosa, Argentina, 1995-96; Higinio J.
Truppi, La Plata, Argendn4 2000-01.

N,Iadam president
[continued from page 30J

\X,hidock has remained very active in
Rotaryat dre grassroots level. At the request
ofher fellow Rorarians, she served 

" 
r.-.rd

term as president in 2001_02, the club,s
50th anniversaqz The highlights of her sec_
ond term, she says, were funding an AIDS
clinic in Jamaica and helping two small
:ommulties in Nigeria build water ri,.ells.
:he ha. J., . ..--...J .1r -m a:sirrtnr go\ ernor
and has charre.l r:c ;lubs Fo,r,_\ia.. Tesr
speech comp.iiii o : ::- ; i r. Lr :.l.,.rJr-r:.rl
Scholarships comminee.

\,X/hitlock retired from the school dis-
trict and launched a second career as a
psychotherapist about l0 years ago. The
same values that drew her to Rotary
piqued her interest in psychother"py, ,h.
says, because her practice gi,r., h.. th.
opporruniry ro help people in need or in
pain. She also indulges her passion for
international travel, and wh...rr.. sh.
goes, she witnesses Rotarys impact.

"to!rt, is the greatest service organiza-
tion," Whidock says firmly .,\X,4-ren1 

look
at programs like poliopius and all the
hu:anltarian projects, it makes me proud
to be a Rotarian." r

Julie A. Jacob is a fieelance writer based
i: C,hicago She is aforrner Groult Study
Excbange team member.

Rrrl;1'1 -1, 1 ,

-iai)iiii.itall ,:t.L);r: !,i3' j 6,'

a slit n'indos'Canrall u.atched the North
Tower crumble.

She and Bowers finally made it to the
Sraten Island ferry. Businessmen sar in
shock. Many had what Cattrallt domes_
tic partner, Don Navor, a Vietnam \Var
veteran, later described as 

,,the 
thousand_

yard stare." In fact, when Navor finallv
reached Cattrall by ceil phone, h. d..*
on his wartime experience to offer advice:
Save yourself; keep moving; find food
and warer. "He was telling me: you,re in a
war zone," she says.

That night, ar Bowers, ho-. i., ]

Princeton, N.J., they made calls, watched
news reports on television, and tried to
relax with a good meal and a bottle of
wine. Lateq alone in the guest room,
Cattrall was struck by the stark silence:
no screams, sirens, or planes _ just crick_
ets chirping outside. "Thar calm was rhe
most soorhing reassurance that ail was
still right with the world,,, she savs.

Two days later, when Crt,."ll finallv
got back to Rochester, she was gr..t"d by
American flags hanging our every *ir-
dow of her home, lirde flags iining the
u.alk. and red-thite-and-blue bunting
drapinq rhe [ence. On her ]rrr., ,r.r. -i
oiher lillori' Rorarians. t.ar-ing flags and
sinqins. 1l1 she could think *."r, Th.r.
people are iike mv fimil1,.

"ln Roary," she says, srill moved bv I

the memory, "we always talk about gl"ing
more than we get. But that or. norurl I

of giving changed me. All ,hor."p.opl. 
I

singing ro me was like one lo,rd uoi.. r"v_ I

ing, 'S7e love you, Ka*rleen!,t, bro.rgh, I

to mind something I Iearned in .h*.h ,. I

a child - rhat we ourselves .r. ,rot th. I

light, bur that ir is our responsibiliw ro i

reflecr the light and let ir jin. thro,rrh I

us. Ar that momenr, I realized *r, CJa I

gave me the power, the will, ,h..n.r*. I

and the passion to reflect th. Iinht"oi ]

Rorary. And I've been doine .hr,".u.* I

daysince.". " 'l
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Before After Spread marble sized
pellets like grass
seed. Effectively kills
weeds at any depth.

Registered with the
Federal Environmental
Protection Agency.

Certified and approved for use by state
agencies. 1Olb. can treats up tb 4,000 so.ft.
of lake bottom, $67.95.5O1b.'cartoi- -" ''
f::lrlp lo 20,000 sq.ft. of take bottom,
Dzbb.UU. prices include delivery charges.
Delivery F.O.B. White eear Lat<L, Uru] 

- -

State permit may be required.
C4LL TOLL FREE 8oO!32&93sO

Call 651-429-6742 . Fax 651429_0563

"iffiiIKilitrEii"Eo.
Our 49th year
1627 - gfir Street, DEpf. 4gO, Box 10748,
White BearLake, MN 55110{748
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Proven AQ DEUACI PE LLETS
d u nwantedestroy underwater weeds.

www.killlakeweeds.com .

and Rockers, all made
lovingly by hand ro caprure
the memories of Romry.

Hono, Rotuiana know withyou specially
chairhardwoodengraved fiom wA. Mitchell

ofChairmakers Maine. Choose &om 9
beautif,rl fumofsryles OfficeChairs, Chairs,

I Models
Auailable

$

For a FREE cataloe

r-s77-49e-b
call us toll fiee ar

163
I^.* llftgtrpil Gtrairmakers - Tempre,
horary tnrcmational License 02_4805.14

Maine 04984

ATuySpncmr Gmr

Hardwoods
a Personal lnscriptions Available

. Made by Hand in Maine

. Crafted of Fine American

WWW.

Alan Steinberg profikd Gustauo Giay in t,

the January issue of Tur RoraRraN. i
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