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One hundred and two years ago in sunny California little did 
Adelaide Goddard nor Stewart Morrow realize that from their 
chance meeting the world would one day be warmed by the 
friendship and service activities of executive business and 
professional women united by the ideals of Soroptimist. 

Mr. Morrow, an enthusiastic professional organizer of men's clubs 
in search of likely prospects stopped in the office at the Parker 
Goddard Secretarial School in Oakland CA. To his surprise he 
found not a man but a woman sitting behind the desk.  Mrs. 
Goddard said she would be interested but only if he were organizing 
classified service groups for women.  The seed was planted. 

It was on October 3, 1921, when 80 executive and professional 
women formed the first club of Alameda County. The first charter 
president was Violet Richardson Ward. Because of the success of 
this organization Mr. Morrow organized several more throughout 
the United States. The first club in the northwestern region was 
organized October 14,1925, in Seattle followed by Spokane, 
Portland and Vancouver BC. 

At first each club operated as a separate entity establishing its own 
laws and service objectives. Each followed to some extent the 
proven procedures adopted by men's classified service clubs 
particularly those of Rotary International. In 1927 the clubs decided 
they wanted to obtain full control so they convinced Stuart Morrow 
to sell all rights, title and interest in the name Soroptimist. The 
purchase price was $5500 cash. The original emblem mold was cast 
by the famous sculptor Victor Alonso Lewis and is now in the hands 
of the Juneau AK club. 

The history of the Soroptimists in La Grande might have been very 
different had it not been for Cressa Wells Hart. Her aunt had been 
an active member of the Soroptimists in California, and she would 
often talk about the group when Hart went to visit her during the 
vacations. So when soroptimist member Florence Maple from Baker 
City approached Hart about forming a club in La Grande back in 



1941 Hart was more than happy to take part. She gave her a list of 
names of women who were owners or managers of businesses in   
La Grande and the group got started that way with 21 charter 
members. 

The group had no problem expanding, in fact some ladies were 
almost offended that they weren't asked to be charter members. The 
organization's very first banquet took place that same year in the 
ballroom of the Sacajawea Hotel where the US bank is now located. 
It was quite an elaborate affair. 

Our club was chartered by the Baker City Club on October 16, 
1941. Our charter president was Nell Grimmett and Cressa Wells 
Hart was the charter vice president. The charter members of La 
Grande soroptimists are as follows Nell Grimmett, Cressa Wells 
Hart, Irma Wylde, Mabel Doty, Stella Block, Catherine Snider, Ann 
Johnson, Lucy Comstock,  Edith Darby, Winifred Fountain, Bernice 
Jackson, Eleanor Trimble,  Emma Mullen,  Edna Rohan,  Helen 
Schaper, Billie Snyder,  Jesse Stewart, Mabel Morton, Della Wagner 
and Amanda Zabel. 

La Grande assisted in the sponsorship of chartering the Wallowa 
County Soroptimist Club on December 6, 1947. In August 1970    
La Grande chartered the Pendleton Soroptimist Club. The 
Boardman Soroptimist Club also received co-sponsorship by         
La Grande. 

La Grande Soroptimists’ initial fundraising project was the donation 
of $1500 to Dr. and Fern Roth of Hot Lake Hotel in order for it to 
meet the requirements to become a rest home.  Union County didn't 
have a rest home back then. County patients were taken to the 
Saint Elizabeth Hospital in Baker City.  

Other early projects included donating money to the city so it could 
heat the swimming pool.      

 

 



In 1942 the La Grande Soroptimist Club set a goal to raise funds for 
a full scholarship to what was then called Eastern Oregon College of 
Education. The price tag for that first scholarship was $74. That 
was the beginning of our annual June Breakfast in the Park. 

For 75 years the Riverside Park Pavilion has been the chosen spot 
for the La Grande Soroptimist Breakfast in the Park.  In the early 
days without the benefit of a kitchen, members cooked over open 
fires. Local families would come to the park for breakfast and spend 
the entire day having picnics.  

Soroptimist members would start the day before by making 
homemade maple syrup and scrubbing the pavilion. Water had to 
be brought to the park and heated in large pots to provide coffee 
and tea for the breakfast and for washing all the dishes afterward. 

One year a fire somehow broke out on the pavilion roof during the 
breakfast.  Local firemen quickly responded to douse the flames but 
it didn't stop members from continuing to cook and serve breakfast. 
And as thanks for the use of the park facility SI La Grande has been 
a constant supporter of park improvements at Riverside Park. They 
purchased the first kitchen appliances back in 1953 and later paid 
for the fire fireplace upgrades in the 1970s. They purchased all the 
original dishes and silverware and helped fund the park restrooms 
and picnic tables. 

After the disastrous fire in 2011 that totally destroyed the pavilion 
Soroptimists donated $25,000 of their Maxine Cook Endowment 
Fund to purchase the new stainless steel appliances for the 
commercial grade kitchen. Members of the club also helped design 
the new kitchen. The most recent donation to Riverside Park 
Pavilion was a new stainless steel freezer. 

Our club has had many service projects over the years. It's always 
been known as a go-getting club. Back then World War II was in full 
swing and the Soroptimists were leading in support efforts. Locally 
we were recognized as the first club in the state of Oregon to report 
100% participation in the World War Two loan drive. At another 
time our club sold over $6000 in war bonds with each member 



purchasing at least $200 in bonds. They also won a citation for 
outstanding work on the home battlefront by Sam Hayes on the 
Breakfast News Program. And we were the first club in the nation to 
have a 100% participation. 

We sent nylons and soap to the members of our Soroptimist 
Friendship in Sheffield, England during World War II.  

We have always been interested in the playgrounds and parks and 
in general the beautification of our area. At Pioneer Park the club 
assisted with the heating of the swimming pool as well as providing 
lighting and playground equipment. At Riverside Park we have 
donated funds and items throughout the years. At Connerdale Park 
we assisted the council of women's clubs to purchase and install 
the outdoor fireplaces. Through our beautification projects we 
placed flowers and shrubs throughout the parks and we paid for 
the planters and yearly flowers on Adams Avenue. At one time our 
club provided the flowers and hanging baskets that once graced the 
downtown area with a festive feeling. In celebration of the La 
Grande Centennial in 1985 our club assisted in buying and 
planting trees along the Island City Strip. Maxine Cook purchased 
trees to be planted at City Hall in 1986. We planted trees at Birnie 
Park. 

We started our annual Festival of Trees in 1986, returning our net 
proceeds back into our community to assist many worthy projects 
and organizations. 

Other projects we've been involved with include the sponsorship of 
a preschool children's clinic at Eastern Oregon State College. We 
assisted in the expenses to send the Grande Ronde Symphony to 
Europe. We sponsored high school exchange students. We funded 
the Golden Age Room at the Salvation Army barracks in La Grande. 
We helped in the establishment of Meadowood through financial 
donations and establishing scholarships for needy children. We 
started ringing the bells in a friendly competition with other service 
clubs for the Salvation Army in 1950. We brought in the opera 
Brigadoon to La Grande. 



 

 

 

 Our Soroptimist Club has always been there to assist our 
communities when a need arises. At one point we established a 
women’s fair to support, inform and challenge area women who 
were thinking about entering or reentering the workforce and 
needed help upgrading their position and or seeking information in 
various areas of finance health resumes and job skills. 

Shelter From the Storm became a reality through the efforts of 
many churches, service organizations and individuals. The 
Soroptimists adopted a room at the shelter safe house to furnish an 
office area which could also be used as a spare bedroom if needed. 
We added new carpeting, fresh paint and furniture for this new 
office. We have also given financial support to the local Center of 
Parenting Excellence for needed equipment and scholarships. 

We partnered with the Lions Club when they launched their annual 
coat drive. It came to our attention that many of these children did 
not have boots or warm socks to work wear during our harsh 
winters so we stepped up. 

Over the years we have met in numerous places around La Grande 
including the Blue Lantern Tea Room, The Nook, Sacajawea Hotel, 
The Fortune Cookie, Iron Horse, Hoke Hall, Fongs, Tropidara, 
DeBordes, Cock and Bull, The Wheel, Hot Lake, Midtown Café, 
Island City Hall, Local Harvest, The Corner Cupboard, Elks Club, 
Presbyterian Friendship Center, the Triangle Park, the 
Neighborhood Club, the Transit Center, the Methodist Church and 
now at the Urban Vine. 

The late Cressa Hart was our club’s last charter member. She was 
involved with Soroptimists of La Grande for over 50 years. At their 
50th anniversary in 1991 Hart said “the women who make up our 
Soroptimist Club are a special group of women. I don't know where 
you would come in contact with a more capable group of women. 



There is no fooling around with this group. We do get things done. 
It’s kind of nice to be in on everything. One joy is being able to see 
all the projects the group has contributed to over the years. There 
are a lot of memories and there are still things to do.” 

Hart said maintaining the organization's membership has never 
been a problem. She said everyone values their membership. 

And ladies, that is still true today. We have seen many women come 
and go throughout the years, but no matter how long their 
membership lasted, they all provided exceptional talents, skills and 
professionalism to all of our projects, and in helping make our 
community better. They all took away invaluable lifetime 
friendships, networks of business contacts, and the satisfaction of 
being part of something bigger than any one person could 
accomplish. That makes Soroptimists a very special group of ladies, 
and I am so proud to be a member of this organization. 

 

 


