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THILO: The story that we’re telling today concerns two of Rotary’s essential basic 

values: a mutual understanding among the peoples of the world and a commitment to 

supporting world peace. The beginning of this story dates back to 1931. In that year the 

first Rotary Convention outside the United States took place in Vienna—exactly six years 

after the founding of the first Rotary Club there. A total of 4,300 Rotarians from around 

the globe traveled to the Austrian capital to attend this event, for which the Austrian Post 

Office printed a special postage stamp series. 

 

(click) 

 

TONY: Among the 4,300 guests who made their way to Vienna then was the 33-year-old 

William Jewett Fulton, who belonged to the Rotary Club of Keokuk in the state of Iowa.  

 

(click) 

 

This rather small town of 10,000 inhabitants was named after a positive-minded Indian 

chieftain. Unlike his predecessors, Chief Keokuk did not go on the warpath against the 

white Americans, who in the nineteenth century had penetrated ever farther into the lands 

of the indigenous peoples, but chose instead the path of negotiation and the quest for 

peaceful solutions. 

 

(click) 

 

Fulton, the eighty-fifth member of Rotary, was also active on the international Rotary 

committee. In addition to participating in the Rotary Convention, he traveled for several 

weeks throughout Europe, where his impressions were impacted by economic, social, and 

political tensions. They were in fact similar to those he had experienced in his own 

country. Dark clouds were forming everywhere in Europe and elsewhere in the world. 

The global economic crisis of 1929 had left deep scars. There were punitive  tariff duties 

for imported goods as a means of helping the home economy. In Germany, the 

consequences of “Black Friday” in 1931 led to the collapse of the banking system. When 

Fulton returned to Keokuk, he reported to his fellow club members on the disquieting 

mood he had sensed during his trip, and the Keokuk Club decided to issue a warning 

about the general unrest of the times. 

 

(click) 

 

And so the small club from Keokuk set out in December 1931 to send a message by letter 

to all non-English-speaking Rotary Clubs outside the United States. At that time there 

were no computers, so the almost five hundred letters had to be typed individually and 

sent by mail. (See illustration for the letter sent to the Rotary Club of Paris; the letterhead 

displays an image of Chief Keokuk along with a peace pipe.)  

 

(click) 
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Among other things, the letter stated: “Following the old Indian custom, we invite your 

Rotary Club to smoke the Pipe of Peace with us in spirit, as an expression of international 

good will and fellowship. We would be most happy to receive a reply from you, as it is 

our sincere desire to establish and perpetuate Rotary contacts and friendships outside of 

our country.” 

 

(click) 

 

To the 496 letters Fulton sent he received a total of 201 responses from 44 different 

countries. By chance, these neatly filed-away letters were found in a safe a few years ago, 

having almost been disposed of by the bank [where they were stored?]. 

 

(click) 

 

Tony Conn of the Rotary Club of Keokuk and the German historian Yogi Reppmann 

rescued this treasure in 2016 and published it in book form last year. It is extremely 

fascinating to study these letters against the background of their historical context, and at 

the same time to find a great deal that bears on our own time. It is not possible to do 

justice to the diversity represented here in twenty minutes, but I would like to share a few 

selected letters with you in my lecture. 

 

(click) 

 

Fifteen German clubs were among those that received letters from Keokuk; this did not 

include the Club in Wiesbaden, since it was not founded until 1932. Here is the response 

from the Rotary Club of Munich, signed by its first secretary Emil Hirsch. Quoting from 

the second paragraph, “Your Club’s idea, that we Germans should smoke the peace pipe 

with you in the spirit, is delightful. When your letter was read to as at our last luncheon, 

we unfortunately did not have a suitable pipe on hand and had to make do with cigars. 

We hope that this was a worthy replacement.” 

 

(click) 

 

Hirsch, who was Jewish, was expelled from the club in April 1933, one year after this 

letter, and had to vacate his antiquarian bookstore in 1935. In 1938 he was able to 

emigrate to the United States, bringing along a large number of his valuable books. There 

he worked in a well-known antiquarian bookstore on Madison Avenue in New York 

owned by Walter Schatzki from Frankfurt, who had also emigrated. At the time of Emil 

Hirsch’s expulsion, club president Wilhelm Arendts wrote the following lines to another 

member: “You will no doubt have followed the developments in Germany sufficiently to 

understand that we consider your removal from our list of members unavoidable. Yours 

faithfully, the President of the Rotary Club of Munich.”  

 

(click) 
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The member who had been excluded was the writer Thomas Mann. When he was granted 

the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1929 for his novel Buddenbrooks, the event was 

elaborately celebrated and the club prided itself on having such a special member. Mann 

had a Jewish wife, however, and soon was considered to have a “Jewish 

interrelationship” and in the eyes of the Nazis had committed “racial defilement.” In 1942 

the Rotary Club of West Los Angeles made him an honorary member. Thomas Mann and 

Emil Hirsch were not alone; by June 1933 the Rotary Club of Munich had expelled a total 

of 26 members, or approximately 40%. 

 

(click) 

 

Here we have the response of the Rotary Club of Darmstadt, signed by its secretary, 

Walter Trier. He was not the illustrator of the same name, known for his illustrations for 

the writer Erich Kästner, but a successful entrepreneur. 

 

(click) 

 

Together with his cousin Ernst—also a member of the Club—he ran the Trier Furniture 

Factory, which supplied European royal houses with its products. Walter was able to flee 

to England in 1936, but Ernst committed suicide following the forced sale of his business 

in 1938.  

 

(click) 

 

In the upper left-hand corner of the letter is the name of the president at that time, Dr. 

Karl Merck. In 1932 he became chairman of the executive board of the Merck family 

business. In the Nazi period he also held several public offices (on the Reich Health 

Council, the Reich Professional Group of the Pharmaceutical Industry, the National 

Association of the German Therapeutic Products Industry, the Leadership Committee of 

Health Experts of the National Socialist Party.) Merck’s factory used a great number of 

forced laborers. In the context of denazification, however, Karl Merck was not classified 

in the group of active participants, but only had to make a payment of 2,000 Reichmarks 

as a fellow traveler. 

 

It becomes apparent that the lives of the various Rotarians inevitably developed in 

different directions.  

 

(click) 

 

The website memorial.d-1800.org and the commendable book Rotary under National 

Socialism point out that between 1932 and 1933 a total of 500 names disappeared from 

Rotary membership lists—almost one-third of the number of Rotarians in Germany at 

that time. The cost of maintaining a club was the removal of Jews, Freemasons, Marxists, 

Social Democrats, and other “unwanted” members. Rotary International did scarcely 

anything to intervene, and in fact from the 1920s on had no concerns about contact with 

fascistic or authoritarian dictatorships. The survival of the Club was apparently more 
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important than its commitment to basic Rotarian values. The book cover, incidentally, 

shows a 1935 Rotarian district meeting in Wiesbaden. 

In 1937 all German and Austrian clubs were finally dissolved. At the end of the 1940s 

new clubs were founded or re-established, in part with individuals who had held 

important positions during the Nazi dictatorship. 

 

(click) 

 

Here is another letter response, this time from Karl von Frenckell, a member of the 

Rotary Club of Dresden. He used the official letterhead of Rotary International because 

he was a member of the finance committee of that organization. In his letter Frenckell 

builds a bridge to Chief Keokuk and mentions that he stood side-by-side with Big Chief 

White Horse Eagle, the head chieftain of the North American Indians, during his stay in 

Germany. 

 

(click) 

 

The Big Chief did indeed visit Germany in 1929 and while in Dresden paid a visit to the 

gravesite of Karl May in Radebeul. Frenckell writes that the American guest personally 

named him a chieftain. Even today, however, it remains uncertain whether White Horse 

Eagle actually was a real Indian chief. 

 

(click) 

 

He said that his year of birth was 1822, and in an entry in a guest book of the year 1928 

maintained that he had reached the age of 106 (!). The chieftain had a contract with the 

Circus Sarassani in Dresden where, wearing his feather headdress, he was quite a 

sensation. His contracting partner Hans Stosch-Sarrasani wrote in his memoirs: “The 

Chief lived in grand style in the Hotel Central and refused to appear in the ring. […] The 

man was in a class of his own and was better than any act we had ever had. It took our 

breath away and we just stood there gaping; we simply weren’t prepared for anything like 

this. White Horse Eagle instantly became the audience’s favorite and was celebrated like 

some incomparable hero. […] He invested mayors, city officials and councilmen, and 

police chiefs with the office of Sioux chieftain and carried out ceremonies in their honor 

with a considerable amount of alcohol, with each new chieftain footing the bill. […] His 

catalogue of chieftains included hundreds and hundreds of names, extending from 

Bismarck to Hindenburg.”   

 

(click) 

 

When Fulton’s letter arrived in Solothurn, Switzerland, the Rotary Club there was only 

four years old. Under the club’s designation on the letterhead, the “Hotel Krone”—the 

second-oldest inn in Switzerland and the most important building in the town—is named 

as meeting place. The club’s sessions still take place there today, although the inn’s name 

has been changed to “La Couronne.” Among the hotel’s guests were Casanova, 

Napoleon, and Sophia Loren. 
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The letter was signed by Paul Haefelin, the president of the Club in the Rotary year 1931-

32. At this time Haefelin was secretary of the Chamber of Commerce and later became 

Governor and City President of Solothurn. He belonged to the Canton Council, was 

President of the FDP (Liberal Democratic Party) in the Canton Council of Solothurn and 

belonged to several administrative councils. 

 

(click) 

 

The Past President at this time was Gottlieb Vogt-Schild, the head of a large media 

company. In 1907 he founded the “Solothurner Zeitung,” which was produced in his own 

printing plant. 

 

(click) 

 

The responses from all over the world were mostly typed, though a few were hand-

written, sometimes with beautifully designed letterheads. On the left is an example from 

the Rotary Club in Gefle, Sweden, and on the right the typed weekly minutes of the 

Rotary Club in Turin. Below that is the stylish letterhead of the Rotary Club of 

Johannesburg. 

 

(click) 

 

On the left is the response from the Rotary Club of Kolin in the Czech Republic. The text 

says, “At our last meeting we smoked the peace pipe with you—only symbolically, of 

course, since we did not have a pipe of that sort on hand; instead, we drank a glass of 

Pilsener to your health.”  

On the right is the response letter from the Rotary Club of Oroshaza in Hungary, with a 

suitable illustration. 

 

(click) 

 

It is clear from the texts of the letters that the notion of internationality played a major 

role. This is apparent on the one hand in the great variety of national origins represented 

by members’ names (often printed on the letterhead), but it is also emphasized in many of 

the texts themselves in their comments on the diversity of club membership. 

 

(click) 

 

For example, the letter from the Rotary Club of Tampico, Mexico states: “In fact, among 

our members are two Englishmen, nine Americans, one Frenchman, one German, two 

Italians, two Japanese, two Greeks, one Venezuelan, one Peruvian, and two Spaniards.” 

(In this context, we might consider whether such diversity is represented in our own 

clubs—not only as regards national origin, but also gender, profession, and religion.) 
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The letter from the Rotary Club of Cairo is signed by Max Meyerhof, a well-known 

German eye doctor, who moved to Egypt in 1903 and was director of an eye clinic there. 

During the Nazi persecution of Jews he gave up his German passport and became an 

Egyptian citizen. 

 

(click) 

 

Recently I gave a Zoom lecture for the Rotary Club of Jerusalem, the only English-

language Club in Israel. This Club, too, sent a letter of response to Keokuk, on the day 

before Christmas 1931. The Rotarian spirit is very well expressed in this letter. 

 

(click) 

 

The Club President writes as follows: “We have all sorts in our Club, about ten 

nationalities, at least five different languages represented, and we all find in Rotary a 

common meeting ground in spite of differences of Race, Religion, and Tongue. We have 

strong Zionists and equally strong Anti Zionistic Arabs in the Club. Britishers, 

Americans, and Germans etc. And they all meet amicably as Rotarians, although acutely 

disagreeing on most other points.” He continues: “One of my warmest friends is a 

German surgeon who, as a combatant officer, faced the trenches at La Bassee in which I 

was serving. So you will see that we are ourselves a sort of living Pipe of Peace always 

being smoked.” 

 

(click) 

 

As I mentioned already, around 200 responses from all over the world arrived in Keokuk. 

At this time there were approximately 155,000 Rotarians in 66 countries. (Today, there 

are 1.2 million members and an additional hundred countries.) The letters arrived from 

Copenhagen and Calcutta, Kyoto and Keijo (later changed to Seoul), Wellington and 

Winnipeg, Montevideo and Madras (one of the provinces of British India), as well as 

from Hawaii and Alaska, which at the time were not yet part of the United States. It is 

extremely interesting to study these letters, to consider the make-up of the world in 1931, 

and to follow the fascinating lives of the Rotarians of that period. And also to learn about 

the interesting locations at which Rotarians held their weekly meetings. 

 

(click) 

 

Now I would like to strongly recommend to you a publication titled “The Peace Pipe 

Letters.” All of the letters from 1931-32 are pictured in its 332 pages. This makes for 

truly stimulating reading; the price offer today [meinst Du das so?] is x euros per book.  

 

(click) 
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What has happened since the mailing of the Peace Pipe Letters and the resulting treasure-

trove of correspondence?  In 2019 the Rotary Club of Keokuk wrote again to each of the 

Clubs that received letters from Iowa in 1931. Then, at the Rotary International 

Convention in Hamburg organized by Yogi Reppmann and Tony Conn, 135 Rotary 

friends from 68 Clubs in 21 countries met in order to smoke the Peace Pipe together. 

Today we sense once again that the fundamental values of our communal life are under 

threat, in the form of nationalism, populism, homophobia. 

 

(click) 

 

The commitment to peace and mutual understanding among peoples remains a constant 

challenge—and a perpetual task for Rotarians. We must never forget Chief Keokuk and 

his peace pipe! 

 

 

 

 

 


