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Some ‘Famous Firsts’ in Rotary 

 

by Herbert K. Lau (劉敬恒) (Rotary China Historian) 

1 January 2023 

 

Was Paul Harris the first president of a Rotary Club?   NO 

Was Paul Harris the first president of Rotary International?   YES 

There is an easy explanation to this apparent contradiction.  Although Paul Harris 
was the founder and organizer of the first Rotary Club in Chicago in 1905, the man 
selected to be the first club president was one of the other founding members, Silvester 
Schiele. 

By August 1910, there were 16 Rotary clubs, which formed an organization called the 
“National Association of Rotary Clubs” in America.  Two years later, the name was 
changed to the “International Association of Rotary Clubs” to reflect the addition of clubs 
in Canada, England, Ireland, and Scotland.  In 1922, the name was shortened to “Rotary 
International”. 

When the first organization of Rotary clubs was created in 1910, Paul Harris was 
selected as the first president.  He served in this position for two years, from 1910 until 
1912.  Thus, the founder of the Rotary idea, who declined to be president of the first Club, 
became the first president of the worldwide organization, Rotary International. 

 

There are many significant “firsts” in Rotary’s history.  Here are some of them: 

 

The first Rotary Club: Chicago, Illinois, United States of America. 

The first meeting of the first Rotary Club: 23 February 1905 

The first President of the first Club: Silvester Schiele, a coal dealer. 

The first to introduce singing in a Rotary Club: Harry L. Ruggles, in 1905, in the Chicago 
Club. 

The first Rotary emblem: a wagon wheel adopted in 1906. 
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The first community service project: Chicago Rotarians installed a public “comfort station” 
outside the City Hall, in 1907, worth US$20,000. 

The first regular Club luncheon meeting: Oakland, California, U.S.A, in 1909. 

The first united body of Rotary Clubs: the National Association of Rotary Clubs in America, 
formed in 1910. 

The first President of the National Association of Rotary Clubs: Paul P. Harris, the 
Founder of Rotary, 1910-1912. 

The first President of Rotary International from Europe: Sydney W. Pascal, of London, 
England, in 1931. 

The first President of Rotary International from the Southern Hemisphere: Armando de 
Arruda Pereira, 1940-1941, of Sao Paulo, Brazil. 

The first Chinese director of Rotary International: Dr. Fong Foo-Sec (鄺富灼博士), of 

Shanghai, Republic of China, 1933-1934. 

The first Chinese representative to Council on Legislation of Rotary International: Dr. 
Fong Foo-Sec (鄺富灼博士), of Shanghai, Republic of China, at Detroit, U.S.A., in 1934. 

The first Chinese district governor of Rotary International: Dr. Chengting Thomas Wang 
(王正廷博士), 1935-1936, of Shanghai, Republic of China. 

The first Chinese Vice-President of Rotary International: Dr. Chengting Thomas Wang 
(王正廷博士), 1945-1946, of Chungking, Republic of China. 

The first Chinese Trustee of The Rotary Foundation of Rotary International: Gary C. K. 
Huang (黄其光), 2004-2006, of Taipei, Taiwan. 

The first Chinese President of Rotary International: Dr. Gary C. K. Huang (黄其光博士), 

2014-2015, of Taipei, Taiwan. 

The first Club organized outside the United States: Winnipeg, Manitoba, Canada, in 1910. 

The first Club organized on the South American Continent: Montevideo, Uruguay, in 1918. 

The first Club organized outside America: Dublin, Ireland, in 1911. 

The first Club organized outside English-speaking countries: Havana, Cuba, in 1916. 

The first Club organized in Asia: Manila, The Philippine Islands, in 1919. 

The first Club organized in Continental Europe: Madrid, Spain, in 1920. 

The first Club organized in Africa: Johannesburg, Union of South Africa, in 1921. 

The first Club organized in Australia: Melbourne, in 1921. 

The first Editor of the Magazine: Chesley R. Perry, who was also the first Secretary of the 
National Association. 

The first Rotary headquarters: opened in 1910 in the Calumet Building in Chicago, U.S.A. 
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The first to use the words《He Profits Most Who Serves Best》: Arthur Frederick Sheldon, 

of Chicago, in addressing a Rotary Convention in Portland, Oregon, U.S.A., in 1911. 

The first model Club Constitution: adopted in 1912 at the Rotary Convention in Duluth, 
Minnesota, U.S.A. 

The first man outside of U.S.A. to be elected President of Rotary International: E. Leslie 
Pidgeon, of Winnipeg, Manitoba, Canada. 

The first Rotary Foundation Fellowship awards: the 18 granted in 1947, including one 
Chinese man recipient from Tientsin (Tianjin) of China.  That was the beginning of 
today’s Global Grants Scholarships program. 

The first Rotary Convention: in August 1910, in Chicago, U.S.A. 

The first head of state to address a Rotary International Convention was United States 
President Warren G. Harding in 1923 at St. Louis, Missouri, U.S.A. 

The first Rotary Convention held outside North America: Edinburgh, Scotland, in 1921. 

The first Rotary Convention held in Latin America: Havana, Cuba, in 1940. 

The first Rotary Convention held in the Southern Hemisphere: Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, in 
1948. 

The first Rotary Convention held in Asia: Tokyo, Japan, in 1961. 

The first Rotary Convention held in the Republic of China: Taipei, Taiwan, in 1994. 

The first Regional Conference: the Pacific Regional Conference in Honolulu, Hawaii, in 
1926. 

 

More Rotary Firsts … 

@ The first Republic of China’s (中華民國) delegation to Rotary Convention: Represented 

by 4 Rotarians from Shanghai Rotary Club (上海扶輪社) to the 11th Annual Convention 

of the International Association of Rotary Clubs, Atlantic City, New Jersey, U.S.A., in 1920. 

@ The first Chinese Rotarian: Tong Yuen-Cham (唐元湛), of Shanghai, in 1921. 

@ The first Chinese Rotarian reported by《The Rotarian》Magazine: Dr. V. K. 

Wellington Koo (顧維鈞博士), March 1922. 

@ The first Chinese Rotarian attended the Rotary Convention: Dr. Fong Foo-Sec (鄺富灼

博士), of Shanghai, at the 13th Annual Convention of Rotary International, Los Angeles, 

California, U.S.A., in 1922. 

@ The first Chinese president of a Rotary Club: Vice-Admiral Tsai Ting-Kan (蔡廷幹海軍

中將), Charter President of Peking Rotary Club (北京扶輪社), in 1924. 
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@ The first District Conference held in the Republic of China (中華民國): The 81st District 

held in Shanghai, host by Shanghai Rotary Club (上海扶輪社) in 1936, District Governor 

Dr. Chengting Thomas Wang (王正廷博士) (Shanghai). 

@ The first District Conference held in Hong Kong: The 96th District (South China) held 
in Hong Kong, host by Hong Kong Rotary Club (香港扶輪社) in 1948, District Governor 

Dr. Li Shu-Fan (李樹芬醫生) (Hong Kong). 

@ The first District Conference held in Macao: The 57th District (South China) held in 
Macao, host by Macau Rotary Club (澳門扶輪社 ) in 1951, District Governor Pedro 

Guimaraes Lobato (Macau). 

@ The first District Conference held in Taiwan: District 345 held in Taipei, host by Taipei 
Rotary Club (臺北扶輪社) in 1961, District Governor Kwo Keh-Ti (郭克悌) (Taipei). 

 

@ Rotary established the Rotary Endowment Fund in 1917, which became the forerunner 
of The Rotary Foundation. 

@ Rotary first established Paul Harris Fellow recognition in 1957 for contributions of 
US$1,000 to The Rotary Foundation. 

@ The Rotary emblem was printed on a commemorative stamp for the first time in 1931 
for the Vienna convention. 

@ The first Rotary club banner (from the Houston Space Center Rotary Club) to orbit the 
moon was carried by astronaut club member Frank Borman on the Apollo 8 flight in 1968. 

@ Sylvia Whitlock was the first woman president of a Rotary Club -- Duarte Rotary Club, 
California, U.S.A., in 1987.   

@ Dr. Anne L. Matthews, of Columbia, South Carolina, U.S.A., was the first woman Vice 
President of Rotary International, in 2013-2014.  She was also the first woman Rotary 
Foundation Trustee and the first woman Director of Rotary International. 

@ Dr. Jennifer E. Jones, LLD, of the Rotary Club of Windsor-Roseland, Ontario, Canada, 
was the first woman President of Rotary International, in 2022-2023. 
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