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The story we are telling today concerns two 
of Rotary’s essential basic values: mutual under-
standing among people of the world and a com-
mitment to supporting world peace. The story 
begins ninety years ago. 1931, the third Rotary 
Convention outside the United States took place 
in Vienna.

Rotarians from around the world arrived in 
the country’s capital. Among the 4,300 attendees 
at the Vienna Conference was thirty-three-year-
old American Jewett Fulton, a member of the Ro-
tary Club of Keokuk, Iowa — west of Chicago.

This rather small town of 10,000 inhabitants 
on the Mississippi River is named after a posi-
tive-minded Indian chieftain. Unlike his prede-
cessors, Chief Keokuk did not go on the warpath 
against the white Americans.  He is since remem-
bered as a skillful negotiator and prompter of 
peaceful solutions.

Chief Keokuk
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“Looking for a job“, ca. 1930

Among other things, the letter stated:

“Following the old Indian custom, we invite the Ro-
tary Club of Paris to smoke the Pipe of Peace with 
us in the spirit, as our expression of international 
good will and fellowship. - We would be most happy 
to receive a reply from you, as it is our sincere de-
sire to establish and perpetuate Rotary contacts and 
friendships outside of our country.”

Fulton was not only a participant at the Rotary 
Convention. In addition, he traveled for several 
weeks throughout Europe, where his impres-
sions were impacted by economic, social, and 
political tensions, in many ways, similar to those 
occurring in the U.S.  Dark clouds were forming 
across Europe and elsewhere in the world. The 
global economic crisis of 1929 was well into its 
third year, with no end in sight.

And so, the small club from Keokuk, on Mis-
sissippi, set out in December 1931 to send a mes-
sage by letter to all non-English-speaking Rotary 
Clubs outside the United States. Over five hun-
dred letters were individually typed, addressed, 
and sent by mail. (in the illustration, you see the 
letter sent to the Rotary Club of Paris)
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