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he occasion was
more suspicious than
auspicious, coming

as it did in 1905 in Chicago.
Though that city had yet to
gain its reputation as the
gangster capital of the world,
it was nonetheless home to
the extortionist Black Hand
society, various anarchist
cells, and the powerful
industrial cartels that were
then ruthlessly preying on
the American economy. And
here you had four dark-
suited men meeting in an
office building that had long
been left to its overnight echoes by its workaday
inhabitants. Anyone hearing of this conclave might be
forgiven for thinking that, in the grand tradition of
men getting together after dark, these fellows were up
to no good.

But as Paul Harris and his three companions
talked into the night of February 25 in Room 711 of the
Unity Building on Dearborn Street, they defied the
cynical view of human association as a conspiracy of
particular interests against the general welfare. In a
reversal of all-too-common form, they were “up to
good.” For there and then they launched the service
club movement, which has since mobilized millions of
volunteer workers for the improvement of living condi-
tions for people virtually everywhere on the planet.
Today, service clubs are striving to eradicate childhood
diseases, prevent blindness among hundreds of
thousands of Third World children, provide medical
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Service clubs have a
heart in an often
heartless world, and
they should be
honoured for the
splendid work they
do. They embody
idealism and the
community spirit,
two qualities that
are needed more
than ever today...

equipment and personnel, promote literacy, and do a
thousand other things to benefit the mass of
humankind.

It all started with Harris pining away for the sense
of fellowship and community he had known growing
up in a small town now that he was living as a lawyer
in a big city. So he brought together three acquain-
tances to propose that they meet regularly for
purposes of camaraderie, enlightenment, and mutual
encouragement and support. They agreed to form a
club of like-minded business and professional men,
and decided that their meetings should rotate among
the members’ business premises. Hence its name: the
Rotary Club.

As its membership grew, Rotary assumed the form
of a modern service club, hosting convivial weekly
luncheon meetings featuring guest speakers. But the
defining point in its evolution came in 1907 when it
undertook its first community project, the provision of
comfort stations (public toilets) at Chicago City Hall.
The concept of reaching out into the community set
Rotary apart from the great majority of associations
that had gone before it. There was no shortage of
clubs at the time, but their membership tended to be
specialized as to religion, political affiliation, sports,
occupation and what-have-you. Many did good works,
but they were inclined to keep the fruits of their
benevolence to themselves.

Even religious groups dedicated to aiding the sick
and poor either confined their activities to their own
communicants or acted in self-interest by seeking
converts. The closest approximations to service clubs
were fraternal orders such as the Masons, Odd Fellows
and Elks. Members of these lodges supported one
another, but by and large they did not then see their
role as lending support to entire communities. (A
more recent exception is an offshoot of the Masons,






