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At the headquarters of the YWCA on Exchange Street, there’s a lot going on. 

 

Pre-schoolers in the day-care center giggle as they try out a new game, listen to a story or just 

play with their friends. 

 

Up the hall, it's a different story. A rape victim gets counseling at the county's Rape Crisis 

Center. Meanwhile, volunteers go through training so they can staff the 24-hour hot line or 

answer an emergency call at one of the area hospitals. 

 

Around the corner, there's a Career Clothing Bank, where a woman "shops" for just the right 

dress to wear for her first job interview in years. 

 

The conference room has a "meeting in progress." A small committee is hashing out the final 

details for the city's first suffrage march in decades, or working on the event commemorating the 

150th anniversary of the Sojourner Truth "Ain't I a Woman?" speech, or scheduling a series of 

workshops training women how to run for political office, or planning the gala for the YW's 

100th birthday. 

 

In the administrative wing, a small staff figures out how to run the branches, the 12 day-care 

centers, the two recreation centers, the special teen programming and still remain financially 

solvent. 

 

It's just a typical day at the YWCA of Summit County -- and it's a far cry from the YWCA that 

started in Akron 100 years ago. Akron came late to the YWCA movement. 

 

The YWCA movement started in London in 1855 when a group of women organized the English 

Prayer Union. The idea was simple. The group would minister to the many needs of the growing 

number of employed women in the city within a safe, Christian environment. That idea spread 

quickly throughout England. By 1859, the movement, the activism and the organization had a 

new name, the Young Women's Christian Association.  

 

The YWCA movement also spread to America. In 1858, Mrs. Marshall O. Roberts organized the 

Union Prayer Circle in New York City. Later that year, the group adopted the name, the Ladies' 

Christian Association, but the mission remained the same: "to labor for the temporal, moral and 

religious welfare of young women dependent on their exertions for support." The next year, 

Boston had a group -- this one named the Young Women's Christian Association -- committed to 

the same mission.  

 

The Civil War interrupted the spread of the YWCA movement in America -- but only 

temporarily. 

 

After the war, an almost religious zeal to help employed women burned in America -- and 

especially in Ohio. In 1868, both Cleveland and Cincinnati had YWCA associations. By 1870, 

Dayton had its own. The YW moved quickly to organize in small college towns -- Otterbein had 

a association in 1882; Wooster in 1883; Mt. Union and Ohio Northern in 1884.  
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There were so many city and college associations and so much YW activism in the state that 

Ohio formed a statewide group in 1884, only the second state in the U.S. to do so.  

 

As Ohio cities, towns and campuses organized their YWCA groups, there was little -- if any -- 

discussion about starting one in Akron. Nonetheless, Akron seemed the ideal location for a 

YWCA association, well before the 1901 founding. 

 

By the late 1870s, Akron had all the ingredients for a successful YWCA: a history of reform and 

women's rights; a co-ed college; a growing pool of employed women, and a group of female 

activists committed to civic improvement. 

 

Akron's ties to reform and women's rights dated back to at least 1851 when the city hosted the 

second women's rights convention. It was there that freed slave/Abolitionist/women's rights 

advocate Sojourner Truth gave the "Ain't I a Woman?" speech, which linked Abolitionism with 

women's rights with powerful Biblical appeals.  

The Civil War did not halt the quest for women's rights; it was merely refocused to suffrage. By 

1894, Akron women had the right to vote in school board elections and the suffrage movement 

flourished in the city. 

 

The city was also the home of Buchtel College (now The University of Akron), founded by the 

Universalists in 1870. Drawing on the denomination's liberal heritage, the College admitted 

women on the same basis as men from its beginning. The College had a strong enrollment of 

women from the start. 

Akron was also the home of a growing population of employed women. These women held 

traditional female occupations -- teaching, child care and housekeeping -- but more were finding 

jobs in the factories of the city.  

 

In the late nineteenth century, women worked 60-hour work weeks at low wages in the rubber, 

cereal and pottery factories. They labored in crude working conditions, without benefit of 

protective labor legislation or a union. They also faced much criticism in the city. Comments by 

the Rev. J.S. Rutledge were typical. According to his sermons to the Methodist-Episcopal 

congregation on Main Street, factory work destroyed the very core of womanhood. "There is not 

much of the mother left in those who are employed in the factory," the Rev. Rutledge asserted. 

 

In the post-Civil War period, also, the city had many civic-minded, affluent, benevolent women -

- but they were busy with other causes. The Women's Benevolent Association held mother's 

meetings for needy women and ran a kindergarten and industrial department for girls; the Union 

Charity Association relieved cases of destitution; Akron Day Nursery cared for the children of 

unmarried working women; the Busy Bee Hive of the Maccabees pioneered insurance for 

women and organized girls clubs; the Woman's Christian Temperance Union (WCTU) combated 

the ills of drink especially within the growing immigrant communities, and others addressed 

different community problems. In addition, every religious denomination had its own women's 

organizations committed to some form of faith-based activism. 
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It was this far-flung activism that led to the organization of the Council of Women made up of 

delegates from women's societies across the city in 1894. It was probably this move that made 

the Akron YWCA, which drew its membership from every denomination as well as a wide 

variety of different women's societies across the city, possible. 

 

From its start in the WCTU rooms, Council delegates set priorities for the women in the city. In 

1894, the group agitated for free kindergartens in schools and library reading rooms; in 1895, the 

focus was on a police matron in the city prison; in 1897, the group endorsed improving sanitary 

conditions for the schools.  

 

A YWCA for Akron... 

 

In 1900, the Akron Council of Women noted that the city desperately needed a YWCA.  

 

Thus, in November 1900, when Chalista Wheeler, wife of an executive at Citizens National 

Bank, called together a small group of her friends to her Fir Hill home to look into the need and 

interest in starting a YWCA organization in Akron, she already had an endorsement from the 

Council of Women.  

 

Wheeler had a personal reason for pushing to start a YWCA in Akron. Both her daughters, Ruth 

and Jane, had been students at Hiram College and were members of the YW there. They told her 

about the benefits of the YW to them personally and to employed women in cities generally. 

With the growing number of employed women in Akron, especially in the factories, the time 

seemed right -- if not overdue -- to start a YW association in the city.  

 

The November meeting at Wheeler's home combined two forces, a small group of committed 

Akron women with professional YWCA organizers; Helen Barnes, national secretary for the 

YWCA, and Nellie Adams Lowry, state secretary, both attended. Under the tutelage and advice 

of these professional organizers, the Akron women went out to count the women interested in 

joining the YW and eventually passed out pledge cards and canvassed for potential members. 

The group also set out to determine the number of employed women in the city.  

 

By March 1901, they had their answers. Akron did, indeed, have a large pool of women working 

outside the home. The survey revealed that 1500 worked in factories, 700 were teachers and 

telephone operators and 500 were clerks or stenographers.  

 

The 181 pledge cards returned seemed to indicate a widespread interest in a YW organization for 

Akron. The charter membership list read like a Who's Who of Akron. It included wives and 

daughters of industrialists Seiberling, Miller, Manton, Schumacher, Andrews, Adamson, 

Chamberlain, Kile, Robinson and others, many of whom employed women in their factories. 

Wives and daughters of executives, bankers, physicians, attorneys, city officials, and college 

professors rounded out the list.  

No one Protestant denomination predominated but one socio-economic class did. Most of the 

charter members were affluent matrons. Few were employed outside the home.  

 

http://www3.uakron.edu/schlcomm/womenshistory/wheeler_c.htm
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On March 25, 1901, the Akron YWCA held its first meeting at the First Congregational Church 

on South High Street. Akron's YWCA was finally and formally organized on an evangelical 

basis. At that meeting, the leadership was elected -- Chalista Wheeler became president -- and 

the board of directors was selected.  

 

The original board of directors included well-known benevolent women who reflected the 

Protestant diversity of the city. The women shared an upper socio-economic class and most had 

already proven their organizational abilities and civic commitment in a variety of other women's 

organizations. Among the original board of directors were Virginia A. (Mrs. W.B.) Conner, wife 

of a successful dentist, who gained her experience through the Women's Relief Corps.; Mrs. 

A.K. Fouser, wife of a prominent physician/surgeon, who remained active in the Frances 

Williard Union of the WCTU; Mrs. Isabel Berry, a widow, who was one of the founders of the 

Council of Women; Julia (Mrs. L.S.) Ebright, wife of the Postmaster, who remained active in the 

Akron Day Nursery, and Mrs. Etta Work, wife of the superintendent of the Akron Rubber 

Works, who also served the city's Culture Club and the Council of Women.  

 

From the beginning, Akron's YWCA was committed to the enlightenment of the city's young 

women. Board member Mrs. Harriet Wright put the Akron YWCA's mission this way: "to 

advance the physical, social, intellectual, moral and spiritual interest of young women and the 

ultimate purpose of all its efforts shall be to bring a knowledge of Jesus Christ as Savior and 

Lord, as means for the individual young woman's fullness of character, and shall make the 

organization as a whole an effective agency in bringing in the kingdom of God among young 

women."  

 

The Akron organization embraced its mission with a religious zeal. What it needed, however, 

was a professional staffer to convert the high-minded mission into workable programs. In 1901, 

the organization hired a general secretary (akin to today's executive director), Rosalie (also 

identified as Rosetta and Rosella) Meredith, to tend to the day-to-day running of the organization 

and the supervision of the enthusiastic volunteers. By September, Meredith and her committed 

band of volunteers were taking the YWCA into the Akron Cereal Mill and the Baker-McMillen 

factory. One volunteer recalled that while the employed women ate lunch, YWCA volunteers 

"would sing hymns, say a prayer, and then give them a little talk about the Y's work to try to get 

them to join." There is no report of the reaction of the female factory workers.  

 

Meredith and volunteers started reaching out to women in other factories as well, by putting up 

posters inviting them to social events at the YW's "headquarters" in the basement of the Garfield 

Building on South High Street.  

 

The YW was already serving low-priced lunches to women there -- no men were allowed at the 

time. Board members brought beans, tomatoes and carrots in from their gardens to keep expenses 

down. The Y also kept expenses down by paying low wages to staff. Indeed, the high turnover in 

the early staff -- the Akron YWCA went through five general secretaries in the first three years 

of its life -- may have reflected the low wages paid and the long hours required. 

By 1902, Akron's YWCA, by then offering Bible classes and a "physical culture" program, 

seemed to be an unqualified success. The Beacon Journal called the organization a "Lusty Infant" 

with an insatiable appetite for members.  
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The leadership of the national YWCA pointed to the Akron YWCA as a "model" for others to 

emulate.  

 

In the first five years of life, the Akron YWCA suffered from all the problems that afflict young, 

growing community organizations. The organization quickly outgrew its basement headquarters 

in the Garfield Building. The Akron headquarters moved to the Doyle Block (Wilcox Building) 

on South Main Street. But the YWCA soon outgrew those rooms as well. In 1906, the 

organization's space problems were solved, at least temporarily, when the Union Charity 

Association donated the Grace House. The gift came with strings attached. The YWCA had to 

continue the Penny Savings program, use the Grace House name and teach domestic training 

classes. The Union Charity Association soon after disbanded.  

 

After making extensive renovations to the building, the YWCA moved in to the Grace House in 

1907. It was the ideal location for the YWCA; the Akron Times Press wrote, "beautiful, cozy and 

a refuge to the tired and weary, and a place where counsel and comfort can always be had merely 

for the asking." The Rev. F.W. Luce gave the dedication speech, warning that American morals 

were declining because of the "non-Anglo-Saxon foreigners" moving into the city and urged 

YWCA members to control that evil.  

 

That speech seemed strangely out of step with the philosophy and programming that the Akron 

YWCA pursued during its early days. The Akron organization seemed to be committed to 

expanding and diversifying its membership to different groups, including the very "non-Anglo-

Saxon foreigners" that the Rev. Luce feared.  

 

The Akron YWA had been built on a Protestant evangelical foundation. There is no evidence to 

indicate that Catholics had been invited to participate. However, in 1902, the national secretary 

visited Akron and reminded the women that Catholics as well as Protestants could be members 

of the YWCA.  

 

Less affluent Catholics -- and Protestants -- in the city benefited from the relatively inexpensive 

membership category designed to bring in less prosperous, employed women. However, the 

extent of the input these women had depended upon which membership category to which they 

were assigned. There were two $1 membership categories: one was "active" and allowed to vote 

and hold office; the other was "associate" not allowed to vote or hold office. Both categories 

required that the woman be of upstanding moral character. The only difference between the two 

categories, aside from the ability to vote and hold office, was religious affiliation. To be an 

"active" member, a woman had to be a member of a Protestant evangelical church in the city. 

The "associate" category did not. Thus, all Catholics, most newcomers to the city and those who 

had not yet affiliated with one of the designated Protestant churches were relegated to the 

"associate" category and had no real say in how the Akron YWCA was run. Thus, the Akron 

YWCA had created a two-tier membership system.  

 

But the category did its job. By 1911, the membership of the Akron YWCA had grown to over 

1600 and the very character of its membership was changing.  

 

 



History of YWCA of Summit County 

6 
 

The affluent matrons remained the foundation of the Akron YWCA, its leadership and its 

volunteers but working women were starting to take advantage of the low rates and the improved 

facilities at the Grace House. According to statistics published in the Beacon Journal, 7 percent 

of the Y's membership were teachers, 6 percent were factory workers, 14 percent were 

clerical/stenographic workers, 5 percent were saleswomen, 5 percent were nurses, 1 percent were 

milliners, 5 percent were telephone operators and 2 percent were dressmakers. The membership 

of the Akron YWCA would remain diverse, drawn from a range of socio-economic, native, 

religious and, later, racial backgrounds.  

 

The early programming of the Akron YWCA encouraged this diversity. 

 

Factory women were especially targeted once the position of "extension secretary" was created 

in 1903. In 1904, the YWCA began teaching English lessons to women working in factories. In 

1906, YWCA lessons, including a literature class, were offered at these factories and mills -- 

Baker-McMillen, Whitman Barnes, Akron China and Great Western Cereal Mill. 

At the YWCA headquarters, the women offered a range of classes -- from the practical (Sewing, 

Cooking and Millinery) to the refined (French, Music and Drawing), from the academic 

(Arithmetic) to the vocational (Telegraphy), from the athletic (Swimming and Hockey) to the 

religious (Bible and Mission) and morally uplifting (Motherhood). In its early catalog of classes, 

there was something for the factory girl, the clerical worker, the teacher, the immigrant, the new 

mother and the affluent matron.  

 

Education was only part of the early Akron YWCA activities, however. Women also relaxed at 

the popular YW-sponsored socials; they prayed together at the Sunday vespers. 

 

Women who needed jobs also turned to the YWCA. In 1908, the Akron YWCA opened its first 

employment bureau. (The YWCA had earlier established a nursing registry in the city and would 

re-open its employment bureau in times of economic distress in the city.) The YWCA kept track 

of all the pertinent information on every woman who said she needed a job: name, address, kind 

of work desired, wages expected, Protestant or Catholic, nationality, appearance and work 

history. Women paid only a small fee for the services; prospective employers paid more.  

 

Offering an employment service seemed a natural development for Akron's YWCA. Indeed, the 

organization had close links with the factory owners who employed women. The YWCA's 

membership included the wives and daughters of these industrialists. The YWCA relied on the 

goodwill of the managers to grant them access to the female employees at lunchtime. Branches 

were being formed at the factories, especially in the rubber factories. The owners of factories 

financially supported the YWCA and served on its Board of Trustees.  

 

That relationship sometimes put the leadership of the YWCA -- the wealthy members of the 

board -- at odds with the staff and the working members.  

Nowhere was that conflict more apparent than in 1912, when women workers at the rubber 

factories and YWCA staffer Berenice Brown took the low wages, inadequate housing and 

substandard working conditions to the public in the pages of the Akron Times Press. 
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Brought into the city by the rubber companies' recruitment, the women were disillusioned with 

what they found in Akron -- unfit conditions at work and inadequate, expensive housing. The 

YWCA industrial liaison Brown sided with the women, emphasizing she had pleaded with the 

rubber companies to install rest rooms for women and build dormitories for working women but 

to no avail.  

 

Akron YWCA President Harriet Wright claimed such allegations were slanderous, that the 

working women of Akron were well paid, faced sanitary conditions at work, enjoyed the benefits 

of restaurants, rest rooms and trained nurses in the factories, and took advantage of the many 

opportunities at the YWCA after hours. "The Y.W.C.A. and the employers work hand in hand," 

Wright emphasized.  

 

That might have been part of the problem, one woman responded. She invited Wright to come to 

work in a rubber shop and "see how she would like to work for 10 cents an hour and work 10 

hours. And then pay $4 a week to board in a respectable place."  

 

That exchange set the tone for the remainder of Wright's administration. In January 1913 

Professor Rauschenbusch of the Rochester Theological Seminary addressed the Akron YWCA 

and said that women deserved less pay than men because they were less skilled and had no 

families to support. The Akron organization also had nothing to say during the month-long IWW 

strike against the rubber shops that same year.  

 

The public disagreement, the speech and the lack of support during the disastrous IWW strike 

did not stop the growth of the YWCA in the factories or its popularity among factory women, 

however. By World War I, almost every rubber shop in the city had some connection with the 

YWCA and many factory women frequented the organization's classes, vesper services and 

"physical culture" program.  

The Evolving Akron YWCA... 

 

World War I was a turning point in the YWCA's development in the city.  

 

During the war, the YWCA provided much needed resources for women in the city, of course; 

but it also established programs, policies and philosophies that would dictate the direction of the 

organization for decades. 

 

During World War I, the Akron YWCA was under new leadership. YWCA President Mrs. C.H. 

Case, wife of the owner of the Akron Veterinary Hospital, had deep roots in the community. She 

was active in the Akron Home and School League, Century Club and Story Tellers League as 

well as the women's organization of the First Congregational Church. She was helped by an able, 

experienced general secretary, Edith M. Nash, a graduate of Oberlin College.  

 

The new direction committed the YWCA to diversity -- diversity of age with the creation of the 

Girl Reserves (later called the Y Teens) for those 12 to 18; diversity of nationality with the start 

of the International Institute, and diversity of race by admitting African Americans initially into 

segregated groups then integrating clubs and facilities later.  

http://www3.uakron.edu/schlcomm/womenshistory/case_a.htm
http://www3.uakron.edu/schlcomm/womenshistory/case_a.htm
http://www3.uakron.edu/schlcomm/womenshistory/nash_e.htm
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At the same time, the YWCA committed itself to providing inexpensive, safe, Christian housing 

by opening dormitories and residences for employed women and women visiting the cities 

(transients), although such housing came with rules that many would find oppressive. 
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YWCA of Summit County & Youth Programs 
 

Gracious in manner  

Impartial in judgment 

Ready for service 

Loyal to friends 

Reaching toward the best 

Earnest in purpose 

Seeking the beautiful 

Eager for knowledge 

Reverent to God 

Victorious over self 

Ever dependent 

Sincere at all times.  

 

-- Lofty goals for any Girl Reserve; but with the help of church and school, supportive family 

and committed adviser, a Girl Reserve could accomplish almost anything. 

 

The Girl Reserves -- later called the Y Teens and now Girl Power -- inculcated a sense a civic 

responsibility, even as girls learned new skills, socialized at dances with boys, rough housed at 

camp or just enjoyed each other's company. At the same time, the Akron organization mentored 

a new generation of women and ensured its future growth by including teens as members of the 

YWCA. 

 

The Girl Reserves did not begin in Akron until 1918. By then, the Akron YWCA had already 

established a long record of involvement with the youth of the city. 

 

Apparently girls were involved with the Akron YWCA almost from its beginning. Some of the 

first pictures of the members of the Akron organization included girls.  

 

However, organized programming for the younger set did not start until 1906. That year, as a 

condition of receiving the Grace House, the YWCA assumed the Union Charity's "Penny 

Savings Program" for children. In 1908, the Akron organization established its own 

programming for youth. The Akron YW established its Industrial School, for "poor" girls 6 to 

16. Designed to "provide instruction and training for young girls in any branch of Domestic 

Service and Household Art," the school met every Saturday. By 1909, the industrial school 

already had an enrollment of 327. 

 

Early programs also were designed to channel the energy of the youngsters into physical 

activities. Girls had access to the gymnasium and the pool soon after they opened. The Akron 

organization also arranged for a summer camp in Cleveland from 1908-1911. 

 

Activities stepped up in 1912, when the Akron YW hired its first secretary to work with juniors. 

That same year, Akron was part of the first wave of YWCA groups that introduced the Camp 

Fire Girls into the schools.  
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Akron's YWCA soon became involved in the high schools with a teen program uniquely the 

city's. 

 

Organized in 1914, Censowe was a teen organization of female students from Central, South and 

West high schools. East High School teens were included later.  

 

Finally, in 1918, the Akron YWCA established its own Girl Reserves organization into the city. 

Open to girls 12 to 18, the Girl Reserves quickly became popular with the teens of the city. The 

early Girl Reserves were not just high school students. Like many other cities at the time, Akron 

had a large number of teens that worked in shops and factories. The Akron YW had started a 

Young Employed Girls club earlier and this group was converted to one of the many Girl 

Reserve organizations in the city.  

 

By 1920, Girl Reserves groups were organized in the city's high schools. Churches organized 

their own clubs. Younger girls formed Girl Reserves Triangle clubs in the grade schools.  

 

These early Girl Reserves clubs reflected the socio-economic diversity within the city. They did 

not, however, reflect the city's racial and ethnic diversity.  

 

Not until 1920 did the Akron YWCA commit to organizing "Foreign and Colored Girl 

Reserves." African-American clubs were organized at the "Colored Community House" (the 

Bluebird chapter) and Seiberling and Howe grade schools.  

 

Seiberling school had two Girl Reserves clubs -- one for whites and one for African Americans. 

The organization of the Girl Reserves clubs in the city reflected the segregation within the city of 

Akron itself. The integration of the Girl Reserves would not take place until later and would 

force changes on the entire Akron YWCA.  

 

Although all of the volunteer advisers worked within the same general guidelines to let every girl 

"discover and round out personal interest," each individual club came up with activities that 

interested its members.  

 

Most clubs tried to find a balance of "work, play, service and inspiration," the "ideal Christian 

citizenship." At first, that meant that the clubs organized their activities around the war and doing 

projects to help the war effort. After the armistice ending World War I, the clubs settled into 

Bible study, crafts, self improvement, physical fitness, socializing and community outreach 

projects.  

 

Although the clubs were based in individual schools, churches and community houses, the Akron 

YWCA nurtured a city-wide Girl Reserves movement by sponsoring activities that brought the 

teens together at the downtown YWCA headquarters, first at Grace House and then at the large, 

state-of-the-art building on South High Street. There, the Girl Reserves offices were on the sixth 

floor, with easy access to the gym and the pool.  
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Girl Reserves joined the Akron YWCA organization as junior members and only paid 50 cents a 

year membership dues at first. The Girl Reserves quickly became one of the most popular parts 

of Akron's YWCA.  

 

By 1923, the Girl Reserves had almost 1200 members. The tremendous success of the Girl 

Reserves set Akron apart from YWCA organizations nationwide. In 1923, Akron had 1,176 Girl 

Reserves, compared to 326, the average number in YW associations across the nation. The 

Akron Girl Reserves were just beginning to grow. By 1926, Akron's Girl Reserves membership 

had doubled; and by the 1940s, it had doubled again.  

 

As junior members, most Girl Reserve members could take advantage of all the facilities and 

programs the Akron YWCA offered. Beginning in 1922, the white members of the Girl Reserves 

could pack up and participate in a 10-day adventure at summer camp, at Camp Arrowhead at 

Stewart Lake, near Kent. For approximately eight weeks a summer, waves of grade school and 

high school girls came for the Bible study, swimming, hiking, boating, games, game fires and 

general tomfoolery associated with summer camp. 

 

In 1925, the Akron YWCA acquired land on Lake Erie and created an outdoor paradise for 

school girls and young employed women. With a lodge, cottage and cabins, Camp YaWaCa 

became a welcome summer destination for Akron girls ages 8 to 18. The 11-acre campsite was 

purchased after James Chamberlain, the superintendent of the U.S. Stoneware Co., donated stock 

to the Akron YWCA. Chamberlain's gift was one of the few sizeable ones given the Akron 

organization. Camp YaWaCa was later expanded to 53 acres to protect the campers from 

"peepers and marauders."  

 

At Camp YaWaCa there was lots to do -- from swimming to archery, from baseball to berry 

picking, from biking to Bible study, from camp-fires to ghost stories. Not everyone, however, 

was included in the fun. When it opened, Camp YaWaCa, like so many of the YWCA's facilities 

in Akron, did not admit African Americans. Camp YaWaCa remained segregated for another 

two decades. In 1945, the first African Americans came as part of the inter-racial senior week 

activities at the camp. In the summer of 1947, a small number of African Americans came as 

campers. Camp YaWaCa would remain integrated until it closed.  

 

The integration of Camp YaWaCa was only a part of the changes whirling around the YWCA of 

Akron after World War II and the Girl Reserves were at the epicenter.  

 

Organized initially along racial lines, Akron's Girl Reserves balanced the segregation and racism 

in the city against national YWCA's provisions that encouraged integration. By 1929, Girl 

Reserves were mandated to "work with the teen-age girl, irrespective of creed or race...." By the 

mid 1940s, the Girl Reserves had a small albeit growing membership in the African-American 

community -- 110 out of the 4925 Girl Reserves across the city. The largest number of these 

African Americans were members of all-black Girl Reserves clubs but some had affiliated with 

school and church clubs that had primarily a white membership.  

 

This posed a real problem for the Akron YWCA that allowed access to facilities on a racial basis. 

Blacks and whites were not allowed to use the gym or the pool together.  
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This meant that members of an integrated club could not swim together. Through petitions and 

pressure, the Girl Reserves pushed the Akron YWCA and its board to integrate the pool.  

 

In 1943, Girl Reserves circulated petitions that read: "I believe that all girls belonging to the Girl 

Reserves should have the same rights, regardless of race or color. I believe that since the white 

Girl Reserves have the use the Y.W. pool, the colored girls shouldn't be minus the privilege." 

The Girl Reserves won their fight in 1944 before the YWCA fully integrated its facilities.  

 

Although the Girl Reserves were able to gain members in the African-American community, 

they were never able to bring in many immigrant girls into their clubs.  

 

The Girl Reserves remained, primarily, an organization of native-born girls. Immigrants or 

children of immigrants tended to affiliated with the youth groups of the International Institute.  

There were many reasons for this.  

 

Some of it dealt with how the Girl Reserves first attempted to draw the immigrant girls into the 

organization. In 1920, immigrant girls were invited to only join the "Foreign and Colored Girl 

Reserves."  

 

Some of it dealt with language difficulties. Many of the immigrants were from Eastern Europe 

and English was not their first language. Some of it dealt with not feeling at ease with the Girl 

Reserves or their activities.  

 

But for whatever reason, the immigrant teens veered toward the nationality-based youth groups 

at the International Institute.  

 

Thus, the youngsters from Hungary or children of Hungarian parents affiliated with the 

Hungarian Girls Club; Russian girls joined the Russian Girls Club or the Russian Young People's 

Association; the Ukrainian teens organized around the Ukranian Girls Club.  

 

In 1943 at the height of World War II, lots of things changed for the Girl Reserves. First, their 

name. The Girl Reserves got a breezier, more modern name, "Y Teens." Second, their 

administrative organization. The Y Teens were still based in the schools but were advised by 

faculty members "with the active support" of volunteers. Third, the programming. Although still 

committed to the principles or "Christian citizenship," the group became more progressive in its 

programming, dealing with many of the pressing issues facing teens of the day. In response to 

the "many hasty and 'necessary' marriages," the Y-Teens started offering sex education for both 

their high school and grade school members. The instructor, a local woman doctor, was amazed 

at the inaccurate information that the youngsters -- and their mothers -- had about sex.  

 

Akron's teenage social scene revolved around the Y Teens. Local bands played at the Y-Teen 

dances at the downtown YWCA. In the 1940s, the Y-Teen dances were the place to be. 

The Akron YWCA offered other options as well. As part of the popular "canteen" activities 

during the late 1940s and early 1950s, the Akron YWCA experimented with an interracial El 

Patio Teen Canteen. The Canteen proved enormously successful, especially among African-

American teens. As attendance increased among blacks, fewer and fewer white teens attended. 
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That, however, was not what the YWCA board had in mind. Accordingly, the YWCA put on a 

quota, keeping African Americans to only one-fourth of El Patio's membership.  

 

Throughout the 1940s, Akron's YWCA had a large dynamic membership among teens. During 

World War II, Y-Teen groups worked for the war effort, wrote letters to men away at work and 

did anything else they could to help. After the war, the Akron YWCA and its Y-Teen clubs -- 

located in 29 high schools and 23 grade schools in the area -- seemed to be in step with its young 

members with activities that ranged from the spiritual to the social, from the athletic to the 

academic.  

 

The Girl Reserves, the Y Teens, the youth organizations of the International Institute fostered the 

connection between the Akron YWCA and the next generation of women. Other teens were 

brought in through the gymnasium, the pool, the dances and sports-related activities. But the 

heart of the connection between YWCA and teens was the Y-Teen clubs.  

 

At the beginning of the 1950s, the ties were strong.  

Y-Teen membership was high -- almost 4, 200 in 1950, which meant that teen membership 

accounted for almost half the Akron association's 10,883. Y-Teen clubs were located at almost 

all high schools and many grade/middle schools in the area. Most of those clubs offered a similar 

fare of cake decorating, millinery, dress making, baton twirling and charm classes.  

 

But trouble was brewing beneath in the surface. 

 

In the 1950s, the Y Teens faced their first real competition. After the bishop disavowed both the 

YMCA and the YWCA, Catholic high schools and grade schools girls affiliated with the CYO, 

Catholic Youth Organization, that offered similar programming, facilities and social 

opportunities as the YWCA. Both the YWCA and the Y Teen membership suffered as a result. 

 

The more serious threat, however, came in the 1960s.  

Y Teen clubs followed Akron families as they moved to the suburbs in both Summit and Portage 

counties. The high schools at Kent State, Tallmadge, Suffield, Hudson, Stow and Mogadore all 

organized their own Y-Teen clubs, administered through the central Akron YWCA organization.  

 

The 1960s was also a time of tremendous social unrest and rebellion; but some Y-Teen groups 

seemed caught in a 1950s time warp, continuing a fare of charm courses and fashion shows. 

More were trying to make the clubs relevant to the teens and the times. Some clubs held dances 

that revolved around the popular musical groups of the day -- and drew hundreds as a result. 

Other clubs tried to make their members more socially conscious through service projects. The 

Cuyahoga Falls club adopted a Korean girl; Green explored interfaith issues with sessions 

focusing on the Jewish, Catholic and Protestant faith. Buchtel Y Teens did their best with 

projects with the Florence Crittenden and the Children's Detention Center.  

 

The 1960s witnessed the decline of the Y Teens. In 1962, Y Teen clubs were in only 36 area 

schools, about half the number of 1950. By 1968, only 2800 teens at 16 schools participated in 

the Y Teens. The Y Teens may have been fading away in Akron and Summit County but they 

still had a role to play in the history of the YWCA locally and nationally.  
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In 1970, a contingent of Summit County Y Teens went to the Houston convention where the One 

Imperative, which committed the YWCA to the elimination of racism, was adopted. At the 

convention, the Summit County teens joined others who demonstrated in support of the measure.  

 

The Summit County contingent later worked with labor activist Caesar Chevez in his union's 

boycott of lettuce, according to one YWCA staffer. But that turned out to be one of the last 

bursts of energy from the Y Teens in Summit County. By the early 1970s, the Y Teens were 

gone, a victim of changing times, budget and staff cutbacks at the Akron YWCA and different 

alternatives in the high schools of the county.  

 

The Akron YW did attempt to revive the Y Teens during the 1990s. In 1992, the program was 

reintroduced in a different form; teens, preteens and even boys were included. Although the 

program had been introduced into 18 schools and had some 1200 members by 1999, the YW had 

to scale it back after losing the grant that financially supported it.  

 

Teens are still free to affiliate with the YWCA at reduce rates and use the organization's 

facilities, but they would no longer be the primary focus of special youth programming. Dealing 

with the realities of the working mother, the Akron YWCA placed its time, energy and money 

into child care, latch key programs and Girl Power! for the preadolescent. 
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YWCA of Summit County & The International Institute 
 

Almost from its beginning, the Akron YWCA committed itself to helping the immigrant women 

in the city.  

 

Two reasons accounted for this activism -- conditions within the city of Akron and the 

programming preferences of the national organization.  

 

In the early 20th century, Akron was a city of immigrants.  

 

Almost 50 percent of those living in the city were immigrants or children of the foreign born. 

Many of these immigrants were from Eastern Europe and could not speak English fluently.  

 

To reach them, the YWCA began offering English language classes in the factories of the city in 

1904. Soon after, English language classes were offered at the central YWCA offices downtown. 

 

In offering classes like this, the Akron organization was in step with the goals of the YWCA 

nationally. Many associations located in cities with large immigrant populations -- Boston, New 

York, Cleveland -- were offering English language classes or were working in other ways to help 

the female immigrant population.  

 

The immigrant woman received further attention and greater emphasis from the national 

organization after 1910. That year, the U.S. Immigration Commission issued a report that 

highlighted the new immigrant -- the non-Anglo-Saxon who faced language difficulties and 

problems adjusting to American life. In response, the national YWCA committed itself to easing 

the transition and set up the administrative ground work for the creation of International 

Institutes affiliated with individual associations and responding to the conditions peculiar to the 

immigrant population of each individual city.  

 

It was up to the individual organization to determine if conditions existed within the city to merit 

the start of a local International Institute. Akron had a large immigrant base to its population: 

more than 7,000 were foreign born and another 13,000 were children of immigrants. Akron 

needed an International Institute, the local YWCA decided. 

 

In 1918, the Akron YWCA created the city's International Institute committed to helping people 

of foreign birth. But first the Akron YWCA had some work to do. It started by hiring an 

immigration secretary, Shirley Leonard, who would oversee the YWCA's contact with the 

immigrants in the city.  

 

Leonard did not wait for the immigrant to get to the city. She arranged for the government to 

send regular reports to the Akron YWCA with the names of foreign-born women landing in Ellis 

Island and planning to settle in the city.  

 

Leonard reported to an Immigration Committee which had a broad mandate of easing the plight 

of the immigrant woman. By 1918, it was clear that the best way to do this was through an 

International Institute.  
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The Institute was run by Leonard assisted by volunteers who acted as interpreters for new 

arrivals. The Institute itself was administered by a Committee of Management, a semi-

autonomous group of 21 women, many of whom were foreign born or daughters of immigrants. 

Thus, from its start, the International Institute had the administrative status of a branch, a status 

which would be problematic for the Akron YWCA in the future. 

 

Akron's International Institute started almost as a war necessity. Many of the foreign-speaking 

men in the city were being drafted and could not read or complete the induction papers.  

 

One of the first responsibilities of the International Institute in Akron was processing these 

inductees into the military and then helping their families get their benefits.  

 

Leonard, her staff and volunteers soon discovered that the demands on the Institute would be 

varied and seemingly endless.  

 

During the influenza epidemic of 1918 that hit the immigrant population of Akron particularly 

hard, the Institute staff and volunteers translated for physicians and explained medical orders in 

ways that the non-English speaking residents could understand.  

 

When the immigrant ran into difficulties with government, the Institute sorted out immigration 

forms.  

 

The International Institute also offered English language classes and a range of citizenship 

classes. It was a complicated task. 

 

Immigrants settling in Akron came from many parts of Eastern Europe -- Italy, Yugoslavia, 

Czechoslovakia, Russia, Poland, Hungary, Germany, Austria, the Ukraine, Serbia and Lithuania. 

The International Institute at times seemed a Midwest version of the League of Nations with the 

variety of languages spoken and the different cultural ways.  

 

At various times during the YWCA sponsorship, the Institute served up to 41 nationalities -- 

many with their own languages. Leonard and the secretaries who followed her needed to speak 

the language -- or have access to people who did -- of every nationality represented by the 

Institute.  

 

Citizenship was not the sole goal of the International Institute in Akron.  

 

The city's organization was also committed to preserving the culture of the immigrants. Most 

nationalities created their own clubs that met regularly at the YWCA rooms earmarked for the 

International Institute and socialized. Akron's International Institute seemed to strike a balance 

between Americanization and keeping the native culture alive.  

 

Striking a balance between Americanization and the native culture was often difficult for 

individual families and Institute staff stepped in there as well. Institute staff members tried to 

ease the tension by counseling families facing intercultural and intergenerational problems. 

 



History of YWCA of Summit County 

17 
 

The International Institute, then, played an educational, cultural and social role in the lives of the 

immigrants of the city.  

 

During the Depression, it assumed an economic role during the Depression. The International 

Institute started its own employment bureau to help the immigrant and the children of the foreign 

born find jobs. In 1932, more than 2,000 found jobs through the agency and another 1,000 

received aid or relief.  

 

The International Institute in Akron became known as the "only agency in the city with trained 

workers to deal with the foreign born and their children, which constitute nearly one-third of our 

population," honorary chairperson Wright wrote in the Institute's history.  

 

Serving 20,299 Akronites through its clubs, classes and socials, the International Institute had 

become a large, powerful body within Akron's YWCA in the 1930s.  

 

But the Institute was an organization isolated from the rest of the Akron YWCA. Few Institute 

members took advantage of the YWCA's programs or became a part of the other branches. The 

board of the YWCA suspected that the Institute was not encouraging immigrant women and girls 

to do so. Not so, the Institute replied, their members just did not feel comfortable at YW-

sponsored events or clubs. 

 

Beginning in the 1930s, the board of the YWCA began to wonder if the semi-autonomous 

organization of the International Institute was best for the Akron YW. If the Institute became a 

department, board members speculated, more immigrant women and their daughters might 

participate in the total YWCA program.  

During the Depression, when the Akron YWCA was facing staff cutbacks even as 

unemployment and training services expanded, the move seemed logical.  

 

But the Institute would have none of it. "Because of our set-up as a branch," Institute 

representatives emphasized, "we gave opportunities for foreign women to develop. The things 

we did for them would be impossible under a department."  

 

The arguments worked. But a decade later, in an ugly, public battle, the Akron YWCA and the 

International Institute would revisit the question. The YWCA board would vote to make the 

Institute a department and that action would trigger a bitter divorce. 

 

During World War II, the International Institute and the Akron YWCA continued their separate 

programming. There still was little interaction between the groups but there was no official 

discussion on how to handle the issue. 

 

Throughout the U.S., the International Institutes were becoming a problem for the YWCA. By 

the late 1930s, the Institutes were either converted to departments under the direct supervision of 

the individual association's general secretary (executive director) or split from the YWCA and 

organized independently. By the end of World War II, only five International Institutes existed as 

semi-autonomous organizations under city associations of the YWCA. 
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By the end of 1947, there would be one less. The Akron International Institute would become a 

separate organization, much to the surprise of the Akron YWCA and its board of directors. 

 

There were many reasons for the split. Some might explain it as a series of personality conflicts. 

The Institute Director Laura Haines did have problems with a number of influential women 

leaders in the organization. But that would be an oversimplification of deeper problems between 

the Akron YWCA and its International Institute.  

 

Haines was part of a new generation of YWCA leaders who were pro-labor and pro-integration 

and who defined international more broadly than European.  

 

When Haines arrived at the Institute in 1944, she embraced the national YWCA's 

recommendations for "more inter-racial and inter-faith programs." The programs she started 

veered from the traditional European focus of Akron's International Institute.  

 

The Institute under Haines hosted a Fiesta of the Americas that included Mexican railroad 

workers of Akron and concerts that reflected the diversity of nationalities, faiths and races 

present within the city.  

 

She looked into starting clubs to serve West Indian immigrants and began integrating the 

Institute into the Akron YWCA by inviting African-American members of a Business and 

Industrial club to a Russian Women's dinner.  

 

Many leaders of the International Institute, tied to the European focus that had always served the 

group so well in the past, objected.  

 

They complained of Haines' "arrogant, dictatorial ways." They objected to the new programming 

that seemed out of touch with the interests of the members and the new inter-racial group that 

was being "forced" on the Institute.  

They didn't care for the new reading room literature -- "too pro-labor." One Institute member 

called it "pink." They didn't like Haines' hiring practices either. She had hired a "Russian Jew" as 

a caseworker. 

 

Haines replied that under her direction the Institute had been revitalized. The Institute was more 

active and more inclusive, "indeed cosmopolitan in its cultural and racial make-up." The real 

problem, she asserted, was the "total social scene and my leadership has provided an easily 

identified focal point for the problems that must be collectively faced." 

 

Meanwhile, the YWCA Board of Directors was looking into ways to best serve the immigrant 

population in Akron. Within the Institute, there seemed to be two alternatives -- the traditional 

European focus or Haines' more inclusive, albeit more controversial, approach.  

 

The Board had its Committee on Community study the issue and come up with some 

recommendations.  
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The committee seemed more in sympathy with Haines' administration and recommended that all 

YWCA programs be open to women and girls of foreign birth, that the organization assume 

responsibility for immigration and naturalization services and that the Institute lose its semi-

autonomous status and become a department. 

 

A number of the Institute members objected, calling the Institute a "haven to the foreign born," 

that immigrant women had learned to "express freedom" there and that the foreign born needed 

to "grow our own leaders."  

 

But when the vote was taken, the YWCA approved the report and made the Institute a 

department. 

 

If the Board thought that the vote settled the issue, it would soon see its mistake. The leadership 

of the International Institute secretly organized its own group, the International Center. 

 

On January 15, 1948, the group went public. The leadership of the new International Center was 

the leadership of the old International Institute. Virtually every club once associated with the 

YWCA's International Institute aligned with the new group. The Community Chest supported the 

new organization and the Beacon Journal welcomed it as "THE central organization of foreign-

born groups in Akron."  

 

Two months later, when it finally became clear to the YWCA's leadership that the loyalties of 

the nationality groups rested with the Center, the YW released the International Institute name.  

 

The story of the International Institute as a part of the Akron YWCA was over. 
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YWCA of Summit County & Race Relations 
 

The story of the integration of the facilities, programs and personnel of the Akron YWCA is a 

complicated one -- one that needs to be told within the broader social landscape of the early 20th 

century.  

Like so many other Midwestern industrial cities of the time, Akron had a relatively small, albeit 

segregated, African-American community. In 1900, only 525 African Americans called Akron 

home.  

 

Nonetheless, a vein of racism ran deep through the community. Just one year before the YWCA 

was organized in Akron, the city was shaken by a thwarted lynching party. That year, an 

African-American man was accused of assaulting a 6-year-old white girl. The sheriff, sensing the 

tension in the city, sent the man to Cleveland to be housed. When a mob gathered outside City 

Hall, demanding the accused man, police fired into the crowd and two children were killed. By 

the end of the night, City Hall and the building next to it had been dynamited and burned to the 

ground. The militia had to be called in to restore order.  

 

Sporadic racial problems cropped up in Akron during the first decade of the 20th century. But 

racism burned bright after blacks and whites came up from West Virginia, Kentucky and 

Tennessee for jobs in the rubber factories during World War I.The transplanted white 

Southerners brought Jim Crow attitudes with them. They didn't want African Americans sitting 

next to them on the buses, eating in the same restaurants or living next to them. African 

Americans were forced to settle in squalid conditions in the worst parts of town.  

 

The transplanted white Southerners also brought the Ku Klux Klan with them. Akron became 

one of the principle KKK hotbeds in the nation. For a time, the Klan ruled Akron politics. The 

Akron YWCA operated within this urban environment. The African-American community 

seemed to be invisible to the founders and early leaders of the YWCA in Akron.  

 

When the YWCA started in the city, there were no African-American charter members. There is 

no evidence that the African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church had been asked to send a 

representative to any of the early YWCA meetings. Thus, although the Akron YWCA was 

organized on a Protestant denominational basis, it did not include churches with any sizeable 

African-American membership. 

 

Early programming, likewise, did not appear to include African Americans. Photographs of the 

earliest athletic, children's, religious and industrial groups did not reveal any African-Americans. 

The issue of even offering African-American programming did not come up in the minutes from 

the early years of the Akron YWCA.  

 

However, African Americans did not stay invisible for long. Policies of the national YWCA and 

the actions of the African Americans in the city were going to change the Akron association.  
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In 1908, the national YWCA formed a "Council on Colored Work" and hired a staffer to work 

with local associations on bringing blacks into the organization. In 1918, that staffer came to 

Akron to advise the group on how best to accomplish those goals. The highlight of that short, but 

well-orchestrated, visit was a luncheon and lecture with the prominent black women in the city.  

 

A few years would pass before African Americans would break the color barrier in the Akron 

YWCA.  

 

African Americans joined the Akron YWCA through segregated clubs, organizations and athletic 

teams.  

 

The young were the first to break the color barrier.  

 

The earliest African Americans came into the Akron YWCA through the Girl Reserves program 

in 1920 and after under "Foreign and Colored Girl Reserve Work." African-American teens and 

advisers organized Girl Reserves clubs and organizations. One of the first such clubs was at the 

"Colored Community Center." Other segregated groups followed, at the Howe and Seiberling 

schools. 

 

The integration of the Girl Reserves of Akron came about only after new policies were adopted 

by the national organization of the YWCA. Under the new charge put in place in 1929, Girl 

Reserves clubs were required to work "with the teen-age girl, irrespective of creed or race." It 

was this policy that led to the integration of at least one of the Girl Reserves clubs in Akron by 

the 1940s.  

 

Other policies adopted by the national organization assured that African-American clubs and 

organizations would have access to the buildings owned by the Akron YWCA.  

The range of segregated African-American clubs and organizations affiliated with the YWCA 

was wide.  

 

African Americans formed athletic teams and gym classes. These segregated groups were 

allowed to use the gymnasium at the new, state-of-the-art building on South High Street that had 

opened in 1931. Black women also formed separate clubs in the Business and Industrial Girls 

Department. These clubs, likewise, had access to rooms reserved for the Business and Industrial 

Department. These segregated groups organized socials and forays into the gym. 

 

Before World War II, a few of Akron's YWCA facilities were integrated. African Americans 

were allowed to eat in the dining room. A few worked for the Akron YWCA, primarily in food 

services. These employees, however, were not paid at the same rate as the white workers. 

African-American women were allowed to stay in the YWCA's dormitory but only as transients 

not as long-term residents. A few African Americans served on committees.  

 

By 1935, the Akron YWCA had only 100 African-American members, most of them involved in 

segregated clubs and organizations that met downtown at the headquarters. That number would 

more than triple during World War II, when more and more African-American women came to 

the city in search of lucrative jobs in the rubber factories. 
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These women faced harassment and abuse in the rubber factories. Outside the factory gates, they 

had difficulty finding housing, restaurants to serve them and wholesome, safe entertainment. 

Akron's YWCA with its segregated athletic teams, gym classes and physical culture program 

was a welcome respite from the antagonism many African-American women faced at work and 

outside it. This is not to say that the African-American women were welcomed wholeheartedly 

into the YWCA. The Akron YWCA was having its own race-relations problems. 

 

During much of World War II, the Akron YWCA carried on a policy of segregation. African 

Americans had their own clubs, organizations and teams. Only the Girl Reserves were beginning 

to integrate. In 1944, Helen Lindsey, general secretary of the Akron YWCA, admitted there was 

a problem -- "Very little has been done for Negroes or to educate the white population of Akron 

to an acceptance of Negroes. There are tensions at many points." She didn't blame the native 

Akronites; the problem, she said, were the new white workers flooding into the city. They were, 

she said, far less tolerant of the African-American community. 

 

But the problems were far more complicated than Lindsey was willing to admit to the national 

headquarters. Racial barriers within the Akron YWCA were strong. Attempts at integrating 

programs and facilities were meeting with mixed results at best.  

 

Integration attempts had led to a schism between the International Institute and the YWCA.  

 

At the International Institute, new immigration secretary Laura Haines tried to break down some 

racial barriers by inviting the YWCA Business and Industrial Club of Young Negro Women to a 

special dinner party of the Russian Women's Club. Although highly controversial, the event went 

well. But the new International Institute programming that included Jamaicans, Mexicans, 

Negroes, Japanese Americans, Chinese and Jews was bitterly criticized.  

 

The integration of the pool remained a topic of discussion and debate for years. The question was 

whether blacks should be allowed to swim with whites. With the integration of some of the Girl 

Reserves clubs, the board had to act. Following the recommendation of the secretary of the 

Health Education Committee, the pool was integrated for the Girl Reserves in 1944. At the same 

time, the board decided to allow many of the segregated African-American associations to use 

the pool as well. In 1947, the pool was open to everyone regardless of race. In the process, the 

Akron YWCA made city history. The YWCA's pool was the first -- and for a number of years 

the only -- pool in Akron open to all races, creeds and colors. Soon, thereafter, Camp YaWaCa 

was opened to all young women, regardless of race.  

 

Akron's YWCA had more difficulty dealing with the prospect of co-ed, interracial socials, 

dances and swims. Officially, the matter was left to each individual department or club. Initially 

that meant that teen dances were open only to whites. Later, African-American girls were 

allowed to attend. Not until after 1950 were African-American boys admitted. The same pattern 

was followed for the co-ed swim parties.  

 

The teen canteen, El Patio, however was integrated from its start in 1950. El Patio soon became 

especially popular among African-American teens; fewer and fewer white teens attended.  

http://www3.uakron.edu/schlcomm/womenshistory/ywca_3.htm
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The Akron organization controlled what it perceived as an unacceptable situation by imposing a 

quota on the African-African teens; blacks would be limited to only 25 percent of the 

membership.  

 

El Patio policies notwithstanding, the Akron YWCA was becoming a leader in race relations in 

the city. In 1945, the YWCA participated in the "Akron Interracial Clinic" held under the 

auspices of the Akron Ministerial Association and the Akron Minister's association, one of the 

few community organizations to do so. The next year, Dorothy Height, secretary for interracial 

education for the national organization, came to Akron to help the local association think through 

its racial policies.  

 

The progress that the Akron organization was making in race relations, however, was coming at 

a price. The leadership and much of the membership of the International Institute broke away 

and formed their own organization in a public dispute, in part over the race relations and 

integrated programming. Some committee members of the YWCA warned the Akron group was 

moving too fast in race relations, that the city was not ready for such progressive actions.  

 

Those warnings seemed especially prophetic in 1948.  

 

Sponsored by the Akron Council on Race Relations, controversial Harlem Renaissance poet 

Langston Hughes was scheduled to speak at the YWCA in Akron. When the city and 

membership found out, postcards started rolling into the YWCA offices, imploring the 

association to cancel the lecture because of Hughes' Communist sympathies and threatening 

violence.  

 

Executive Director Maude Gill buckled to the pressure and cancelled the lecture, saying that the 

event would draw crowds far in excess of the YWCA's capacity and put the other women in the 

building at risk. Gill emphasized the YWCA was not submitting to threats but only attempting to 

avoid incidents that would be detrimental to the community. No other location could be found 

and the Hughes speech had to be cancelled.  

 

The Akron association was roundly criticized for its action. One letter in the Beacon Journal 

took the Akron YWCA to task for buckling to pressure and denying Hughes' freedom of speech. 

Editorials in newspapers in many cities echoed that criticism. Notwithstanding the Hughes 

lecture, by the end of the 1940s, the Akron YWCA had made much progress toward the 

integration.  

 

African Americans represented 10 percent of the association's membership. Many black 

members were still involved solely in the segregated clubs and organizations -- the Girl 

Reserves, gym clubs, athletic teams and Business and Industry groups -- but some were 

venturing into the fully interracial clubs.  

 

Many of the facilities -- the pool, the gymnasium, the showers, the lockers, the dining room -- 

were open to black as well as white members. African Americans were also making their way 

onto important committees, including the Board of Directors, that determined the future direction 

of the association.  
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Operating under the national's new "Interracial Charter," the Akron YWCA embraced its 

sentiments. In 1950, the Board of Directors voted to open all facilities to everyone on the same 

basis.  

 

In 1952, the Akron Community Audit studying discrimination in the city, pointed to the YWCA 

as one of the bright spots in the community. "The YWCA is practically the only organization 

which has a full and complete democratic policy and practice." That sentiment had already been 

expressed by the national YWCA. In 1946, the national YWCA highlighted the Akron 

association for setting an example for tolerance. Akron's inclusion of all foreign and racial 

groups was lauded as a "working plan" for other YWCA associations across the nation. 

 

In the decades that followed, the Akron YWCA took stances in support of diversity. In 1964, the 

association called for the defeat of city Issue 6, which would hamper Akron's Fair Housing 

Ordinance, and supported an proposal to eliminate discrimination in housing.  

 

In 1984, the Akron YWCA took to the streets in an ambitious voter registration campaign for 

women and minorities. In 1987, the Akron YW started the Black Women of Excellence Awards 

(now the Women of Achievement) and was one of the original community partners in the 

Coming Together Project.  

 

Today the Akron YWCA embraces the "One Imperative." The organization has a growing 

minority membership. The association's employees reflect the diversity of the community. Akron 

YWCA services and programs are available to all regardless of race, religion, ethnicity, place of 

origin or sexual orientation.  
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YWCA Dorms & Residences 
 

Akron never seemed to have enough adequate, moderately priced housing. 

 

In the early 20th century, the situation was especially acute. Each year seemed to bring new 

rubber companies to the city; the factories needed workers -- and lots of them. Unlike many 

industries, rubber factories needed women workers. Women made the bicycle tires, blimps, hose 

and countless other products that required dexterity as opposed to physical strength in the 

production process.  

 

At first, there were enough Akron women to satisfy the demand for factory workers. But as 

production stepped up, the rubber companies looked outside the city for new workers.  

 

Akron simply was not prepared to meet the housing demands of these female workers and the 

rubber companies did not seem willing to take any responsibility for it either. 

 

There was no dormitory for women and boarding houses often refused to rent to women. The 

rooms that were available were often expensive -- or, worse, in amoral homes.  

 

Even if a woman could find a place in a Christian home, she was likely to find that her room was 

unheated in the winter or stuffy in the summer. Many women found they had to do housework to 

help defray the cost of rent -- housework to be done after a 10-hour work day in the factory.  

 

If a woman did find a reasonably priced room, she often could not entertain friends there. 

Women had to go out on the town to find entertainment -- and risk their morality in the process.  

 

The Akron YWCA made reasonably priced, safe, Christian housing for working women one of 

its earliest crusades.  

 

The YWCA quickly found allies in their mission. Probation Officer Huntoon endorsed the 

YWCA plan to build a dormitory for working girls in Akron, arguing that such a facility -- in the 

long run -- was cheaper than the upkeep of women corrupted by the "wine houses" of the city. 

B.F. Goodrich cooperated and established a boarding house for its female employees. The house 

was close to the factory but was expensive and inconvenient for BFG to manage.  

 

Building a dorm for working women would be expensive, the YWCA admitted. According to the 

group's figures, a dormitory would cost about $50,000 to build and furnish. The YWCA had no 

money to start construction. Instead, the association ran a type of housing bureau and tried to run 

a makeshift dormitory at Grace House. 

 

Many women coming into the city went to the YWCA for help in finding a residence. The 

general secretary kept a long list of women waiting for a room to rent. Some of these women 

moved in with friends. Luckier ones found an opening in the dorm set up on the third floor of the 

Grace House in 1915. But Grace House could only offer temporary housing for about a dozen 

transient women and that temporary dorm was soon at capacity.  
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In an emergency, new arrivals were given a cot in a YWCA staff member's office. A cot in an 

office seemed better -- and safer -- than staying in some of the city's available rooms for women. 

The situation seemed so desperate in 1916 that the Akron Beacon Journal ran front-page stories 

about the need for a woman's dorm in the city. The YMCA tried to help the cause as well, by 

holding a meeting at the Grace House so that prominent business men could see first hand the 

need for a women's dormitory. Both Ys emphasized that a dorm was not just an idle 

philanthropic enterprise -- it would benefit the businesses as well. Women staying in a safe, 

Christian environment would be much better workers than those who were living in unhealthy, 

amoral households.  

 

It was not until 1917 -- when the rubber companies had geared up for World War I production 

and needed even more women workers to produce the life jackets, gas masks and other war-

related products -- that the impasse on the dormitory was finally broken. Harvey Firestone, 

owner of Firestone Tire and Rubber and employer of hundreds of women war workers, agreed to 

build a dormitory for industrial girls in the city. The dorm was built near the Firestone factory 

and became the Firestone Branch of the YWCA. Firestone paid for the cost of the building and 

the furniture. The YWCA maintained and managed the building. To great fanfare, the Firestone 

dorm opened in 1918, at the height of war production. The dormitory had room for 75 to 80 

women and the facility was quickly filled to capacity, primarily with Firestone rubber workers.  

 

The boarding house built by Firestone did not solve the problem. It helped the situation for 

Firestone employees but the other women working in the city were still searching for 

inexpensive, safe, clean housing.  

 

In 1920, the Akron YWCA patched together a temporary, limited solution by opening the "Blue 

Triangle," three houses on South Union Street (129, 143 and 149) that were converted into a 

dormitory for women workers. Designed to accommodate 33 permanent residents initially (that 

capacity was doubled in 1923), the houses could also accommodate transients, women who just 

moved into the city and needed a little time to locate decent housing. 

 

The three homes had everything that the YWCA wanted in a dorm -- clean, moral facilities, a 

warm home-like atmosphere at a reasonable price. The YWCA based room and board on wages. 

Most women paid $6.50 to $8 a week. 

 

For that, the women received a "home," not just a room. The women came together for a warm 

supper and then went to the living room for "a home evening of a large and happy family of 

young people."  

 

Most of the women at the "Blue Triangle" were young; the majority were 18 to 21. During the 

day, they worked in factories, offices, restaurants and schools. In the evening, they found safety 

and security in the YWCA-run dormitory.  

 

The women had to live within the rules, of course, abide by the curfews and not do anything that 

would reflect badly on the YW or the dorm.  
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If a resident needed help or advice, she could turn to Emma Buchtel, the dorm matron, who also 

had the unpleasant duty of turning away women when the dorm was full. And that happened too 

often. 

 

The "Blue Triangle," the cots on the third floor of the Grace House or staff offices, and the 

housing lists were only temporary measures. What the YWCA really needed was a building, a 

large central building with room for residences for women.  

 

In 1931, that building opened on South High Street. It was a grand, state-of-the-art facility with 

lots of room for working women to live, play, study and pray. The top four floors of the 10-story 

building were committed to residences. The central Akron YWCA building had 124 rooms for 

permanent residents and 10 for transients.  

 

And they were beautiful rooms, "designed by experts." Offering "refuge and peace to a working 

girl at the end of a tired day," some rooms even had running water. The more expensive rooms 

had a private bath and shower.  

 

For the next 51 years, thousands of women called the YWCA home for at least a time.  

 

In the first few decades, the housing secretary could pick residents from the long waiting list of 

women needing housing. They had to be just the right kind of woman. At first, that meant they 

had to be white and be of upstanding character, someone who would fit into the YWCA "home." 

African Americans were only allowed to stay at the YWCA as transients. After 1950, when the 

board opened all YWCA facilities to all races and faiths, African Americans were allowed to 

stay in the dorm as permanent residents. 

 

During the Depression when so many women were laid off or worked only limited hours, the 

YWCA residences were especially popular. Everything was new and reasonably priced.  

 

Transients and permanent residents took advantage of the employment bureau, the free classes, 

the Bible readings, the gymnasium and the pool, all located downstairs. 

 

During World War II, the dorm was packed with young factory workers called to the city by 

patriotism and good paying jobs. Those women enjoyed everything the YWCA had to offer and, 

when they had some extra time and energy, went out to enjoy the movies and the dances 

downtown, most of which were located within easy walking distance of the South High building.  

 

During the 1950s, the dorm was just as busy. Here was a safe harbor for working women. With 

easy access to the bus line that took them to all parts of town and within walking distance of the 

beautiful Polsky and O'Neil's department stories, restaurants and dance halls, the dorm never 

seemed to have many vacancies. Of course, the women had to abide by the rules and the 

midnight curfew.  

 

By the 1960s, the YWCA residences were losing some of their popularity. Perhaps the rules 

seemed confining or the curfews seemed too early. The rooms were getting a bit shabby and the 

YWCA address had lost some of its allure during the youth rebellion of the 1960s.  
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A few of the girls living at the YWCA registered their own brand of rebellion. In 1966, the 

police were called to the Y after a 19 year old went out on the ledge of her 7th floor room and 

dropped a milk cartoon on the sidewalk below. But the milk cartoon incident was the exception.  

 

The 124 residents of the YWCA dorm of the 1960s reflected the races, faiths and interests of the 

city. In 1966, Heidi Bach, 22, lived in the dorm. She had escaped from East Germany and 

worked as a nurse's aide at Children's Hospital. Dorothy Wozniak lived at the dorm, too; she was 

a speech therapist. Dorothy Yu of the Philippines attended the University of Akron during her 

stay at the YWCA dorm.  

 

By the 1970s, the entire YWCA building had fallen into disrepair. Demand for inexpensive 

housing in downtown Akron was decreasing. Residences were not filling; the building seemed 

marked with tragedy. During a 12-year period, four women died at the YWCA's South High 

Street building. In 1979, a 26-year-old woman plunged out the window of her 8th floor residence 

to her death. In 1971, another resident committed suicide by jumping out the window of her 7th 

floor apartment. Four years earlier, two blind women, visiting someone on the 7th floor, died 

after plunging down an elevator shaft.  

 

By the late 1970s, the YWCA looked for new ways to generate more revenue. Converting at 

least some of the residential rooms to other uses seemed a logical solution. By 1979, only 75 

dorm rooms were available for rent. The remaining rooms were used by women in two federally 

funded programs. The Residence Intervention Center served girls 14 to 18 who had gotten into 

trouble; the Oriana House was a kind of half way house for women referred from prison.  

 

The grand, state-of-the-art, downtown building on South High Street had become an albatross. 

The YWCA needed to sell the building if it was to remain financially solvent. In 1980, the Akron 

YWCA sold its central building on South High Street. The sale did not change much. The 

residents stayed in the rooms and the YWCA offices remained as well.  

 

In 1982, only 60 residents remained in the YWCA building. Some had been there for years. The 

Y offered them everything they needed: low rents (only $21 to $26 a week) and a convenient 

location, close to the stores and the bus lines.  

In 1982, the YWCA, cutting costs and preparing to move out of the South High Street building, 

announced plans to close the residences. The move would save the association $32,000 to 

$42,000 a year in utility and maintenance costs. The Residential Intervention Center would 

remain. (The Oriana House had closed earlier.) 

 

Residents were given only a few months to make other arrangements. That was no easy task for 

these women who held low-income jobs or received government assistance. The YWCA offered 

to help them find other rooms but could do little else.  

 

The Akron YWCA would never again offer low-priced residences for women. Its future rested 

elsewhere. 
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Rethinking the Akron YWCA... 

 

As was the case for many community organizations, the 1960s challenged the Akron association 

of the YWCA. In the early days of the decade, the Akron YWCA, under new executive director 

Ruth Mumford, carried on the traditional programming fare that heretofore had proved so 

popular. The Y Teens kept busy with dances, charm schools and fashion shows. The millinery 

club for adults still made hats. The Y Wives still had their bridge clubs. The central headquarters 

on South High Street was showing a little sign of age but that could be easily dismissed as part of 

the building's "character." 

 

The stability of Akron's YWCA, however, was forever shaken in 1968, when race riots rocked 

the city. Over the next five years, the association faced additional challenges: the demonstrations 

against the war at The University of Akron in 1970, the suicide of a resident at the central 

building in 1971, Congressional approval of the Equal Rights Amendment in 1972 and its 

subsequent crusade for ratification, the Roe v. Wade Supreme Court decision on abortion in 

1973. The women's movement -- feminism -- had reawakened and was sweeping the nation. The 

labor market was changing. More women were getting jobs and working outside the home. 

Meanwhile, Akron itself was changing. Like so many other cities across the nation, Akron 

watched as large numbers of people moved to the suburbs. Fewer women went downtown -- to 

go shopping or to go to the YWCA.  

 

Those five years -- 1968 to 1973 -- represented the second turning point in the history of the 

Akron YWCA. During that time, the association had to redefine its future and its constituency. 

Some moves suggested that the Akron organization was up to the challenge. 

 

In 1971, in an attempt to bring fresh ideas to the organization, three University of Akron students 

-- Mona Woods, president of the Associated Women Students, Celeste Jackson and Carla Moore 

-- were added to the board of directors.  

Other moves did not turn out quite as well. In 1971, Ruth Mumford retired as executive director. 

Instead of looking outside the association, the board promoted one of its long-time program 

directors, Dorthadean Moorman, to the position. Difficult times were ahead for the association; 

hard decisions had to be made. It became apparent that Moorman would have difficulty keeping 

up with the task. 

 

In the early days of Moorman's administration, the Akron association had to decide where it was 

going, what it was going to be, and how to achieve its goals and still remain financially solvent -- 

and all three decisions had to be made in short order.During the first half of the decade, the 

Akron association decided to get back to its roots, to start offering services to the working 

woman -- but to the modern working woman.  

 

 

 

http://www3.uakron.edu/schlcomm/womenshistory/moore_c.htm
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YWCA Evolving 

New Programming For A New Time... 

 

That new working woman needed three things: job training, counseling and child care. 

 

Women could find job training, counseling, placement services, and more in a new Women's 

Center. Growing out of a two-session workshop on women and employment, Choice soon 

became a popular location for women starting in the job market and those attempting to go back 

into the job market. The Women's Center introduced a new energy to the YWCA central 

headquarters. 

 

That same year, the Akron YWCA won its battle for day care and opened a center at the South 

High Street headquarters. The city wasn't particularly happy about it. City Hall worried about 

traffic jams and safety concerns as parents dropped off and picked up their children. But in 1974, 

the city zoning board finally gave in.  

 

Day care was something the Akron YWCA knew about. For 20 years, the YW had run its Tom 

Thumb Play School. This new day care center was as expansion of earlier programs. Open from 

7:30 a.m. to 5:30 p.m., the day care center tended children ages 3 to 5 and was available for 

welfare clients. The shouts of children echoed in the large, increasingly empty central building 

on South High Street.  

 

The YWCA/YMCA Partnership... 

 

Much of the energy, innovative programming and growth were away from the central 

headquarters during this time period. Two branches -- Cuyahoga Falls and Tallmadge -- were 

especially innovative in administration, organization and programming, When the Cuyahoga 

Falls branch was organized in 1943, it made YWCA history. This was the first jointly run "Y" in 

the country. On paper, the YWCA and the YMCA agreed to cooperate fully and share equally 

facilities and rescues. That cooperation broke down. Nonetheless, the Falls branch still was the 

home of much innovative programming. Its competitive gymnastics team and its licensed day 

care as well as its Y Teens, pool and community ties were assets to the Falls and the Akron 

YWCA.  

 

Like the Falls, the Tallmadge branch was run by both Ys and came up with its own set of 

problems and programs. Like the Falls, the Tallmadge YW had its own problems gaining equal 

access to facilities. Like the Falls, the Tallmadge YW gained a reputation of its own for 

programming; its latchkey program was among the first in the nation and became a model for 

other YWCA associations.  

 

By the 1970s, the cooperation between the Ys was breaking down. Women weren't getting equal 

access to the facilities. The situation became so bad in the Falls that the YWCA sued the YM for 

"equal, equitable" access to the building.  
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Although there were pockets of energy in the Akron YWCA, there were deep problems in the 

association. The most serious was financial. The Akron YWCA was losing money -- and lots of 

it. The biggest drain on the organization's resources was the large, expensive -- and generally 

unused --central building. Nonetheless, Moorman and the board would not be budged. The 

Akron association would keep its downtown headquarters, even though it could no longer afford 

to do the necessary repairs or upkeep.  

 

In a sense, the South High Street building was a metaphor for what was happening to the Akron 

YWCA in general. Like the building, the organization was crumbling -- staff morale was low, 

membership was declining. The backbone of the organization was structurally sound; but 

without significant repairs and renovations, the Akron YWCA would collapse. In 1978, in the 

first step to rebuilding the association, the board of the YWCA let Moorman go.  

 

The Akron association was ready for new leadership and a new energy. Ann Null, the new 

executive director, wanted to bring the YWCA out of "its coma." Null's new director of 

personnel and staff relations, Dorothy Gorby, promised a new aggressive approach to 

programming: "We have been too passive in the past and haven't been forceful enough to get out 

into the community and meet the needs of today's woman." Carol Verostek, director of program 

planning and development, said the Akron YW would "go where the interest is."  

 

But first, Null, her staff and the board had to decide what to do about the downtown building. If 

the Akron association was going to keep the building, then it would need to invest in it and do 

the much needed repairs. A feasibility study revealed that the YWCA needed to spend almost 

$1.5 million to repair the building -- almost twice the budget of the association -- or $4.5 million 

to renovate the South High Street headquarters. The Akron association might be tied to the grand 

old headquarters with its marble grandeur and YWCA door knobs but it couldn't afford to keep 

the building any more. In 1979, the Akron YW eliminated the evening classes downtown. They 

were either rescheduled to the branches or dropped altogether. For the first time in years, the 

deficits leveled off. The YWCA was still losing tens of thousands of dollars but the pace had 

slowed. Null did not stay long enough to complete the work she had started. In 1980, after just 

18 months on the job, Null married and left the community. The Akron association was back 

looking for yet another executive director, someone ready to make the decisions needed to keep 

the YWCA on track in Akron.  

 

Patricia Wilson was hired but only stayed on the job for a few months. Artemis Topougis, a 

board member, then took the position. In 1980, Topougis had three challenges: rebuilding the 

membership, getting the association back on track financially and strengthening the YWCA's 

programming and services. Topougis, her staff and the board accomplished two of those three 

things. In 1980, YWCA membership had dipped to 1,402. Programming was innovative, strong 

and popular. Indeed, programming took the Akron YWCA to the very cutting edge of the 

national association. But still Topougis, her staff and the board could not get the YWCA's 

finances in order.  

 

In 1980, the building on South High Street was sold to Anthony Rodriquez for $450,000, a 

fraction of the amount it cost to build. The YWCA did not move out immediately.  
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It simply regrouped and downsized. The top floors still housed the residences and the federally 

funded Residential Intervention Center for troubled teens. The administrative offices, 

health/physical education/recreation program, the day care, and the remaining programs were 

centralized on two floors. YWCA paid for utilities and expenses associated with the floors it 

occupied and Rodriquez assumed responsibility for the remainder of the building. United Way 

increased its allocations to the Akron association by $50,000 between 1980 and 1985 -- and still 

the YWCA could not pay its bills.  

 

Between 1980 and 1982, the Akron association did not even fully pay its national membership to 

the YWCA. One report warned, "The consequences are that, if the YWCA does not pay its full 

amount by the end of the triennium (1982), there is a strong possibility that the agency will lose 

its affiliation with the YWCA national office." The Akron association, of course, did not lose its 

YWCA affiliation. Instead, it again dipped into the endowment.  

 

The YWCA's financial crisis was not reflected in its programming. Under Topougis, 

programming evolved. The Akron association took risks, introduced new programming and 

opened facilities in new locations.  

 

In 1981, Rolling Acres Mall offered a deal that the Akron association could not refuse. The 

YWCA could have room rent free at the mall, if the association set up programming and exercise 

facilities there. In the process, the Akron association again made YWCA history. The Rolling 

Acres YW was the first ever established at a mall. For the five years it operated, the Rolling 

Acres facility was enormously popular. Adults came in for ballet, yoga, and tai chi classes at the 

YW and stayed around to shop. Preschoolers enjoyed the gym classes while their parents 

shopped. Seniors formed strolling societies and then shopped. In 1986, the Rolling Acres YW 

closed down; the mall needed the room to house additional businesses.  

 

The Akron YWCA also assumed new roles and responsibilities that few other YWCA 

associations had yet assumed. 

 

The Rape Crisis Center... 

The Rape Crisis Center was a case in point. The YWCA did not start the program. Indeed when 

the Rape Crisis Center began in the basement of an Akron woman's home in 1974 as a hotline, 

the YWCA was in no shape to offer advice, support or facilities.  

 

From 1976 to 1980, the Rape Crisis Center, still an independent entity, lived on grants from the 

Law Enforcement Assistance Administration (LEAA), which allowed the group to hire a full-

time director and a part-time person and start hospital and courtroom victim advocacy and 

counseling programs, largely done by volunteers. In 1981, the government grants dried up and 

the Rape Crisis Center limped along with a patchwork of funding from local foundations. In 

1982, the Rape Crisis Center asked for United Way financial support. After a study, the United 

Way concluded that the Center would be better served by joining the YWCA. Thus, in 1982, 

with some misgivings on the part of its advisory board, the Rape Crisis Center merged into the 

YWCA. Both the YWCA and the Center benefited from the arrangement.  
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The Rape Crisis Center got a new home (the center moved from St. Paul Episcopal Church to the 

YW's central headquarters), access to the administrative services of Akron's YWCA and a more 

certain financial future. The YWCA received much needed additional funding from the United 

Way and access to potential federal and state grants covering victim assistance programming. 

 

Today the Rape Crisis Center is still with the YWCA. Each year more than 10,000 people are 

helped through counseling, its criminal justice and hospital advocacy programs or the hotline. 

Volunteers remain the backbone of the organization. The Rape Crisis Center has helped the YW 

generate much needed revenue from grants from the state and federal government. Since the 

merger, the Rape Crisis Center has been located in the central administrative offices of the Akron 

YWCA. The Rape Crisis Center remains the only program of its type in the county. 

 

Day Care And Other Programs... 

 

Among the other programs started under Topougis's administration were: Encore -- a physical 

fitness and rehabilitation program from survivors of breast cancer and mastectomies; Women at 

Work -- advocacy program that focuses on pay equity and job rights; Career and Vocational 

Services. 

 

The YWCA also expanded considerably its child care services. Topougis explained the YWCA 

view on the subject: "We believe that quality, affordable child care is very necessary for the 

peace of mind of the family and we offer developmental experiences for child care." At the 

Akron YWCA, child care came in many different forms: full-day day care, half-day play school, 

baby sitting and latchkey (a new before-school and after-school program).  

 

Two things made the Akron YWCA's child care program different. First, the services were 

decentralized. Child care services were offered in a number of different locations, both in Akron 

and in the suburbs, at the central headquarters and at the branches. Second, Akron's latchkey 

program was among the first offered by a YWCA anywhere in the country. In 1984, the Akron 

YWCA was already serving 3,246 children in its various child care programs.  

 

Thus, in the first half of the 1980s, the Akron YWCA was in the forefront of programming. It 

had also become a touchstone for demonstrations related to women's rights locally. In 1982, the 

Akron YW organized its first ERA rally at Cascade Plaza. The next year, the association 

organized its first Take Back the Night March and Rally. The Akron YWCA has continued the 

Take Back the Night March and Rally every October ever since. All this programming and 

activism took place even as Akron YWCA headquarters kept, literally, moving. The association 

moved first to 34 South High Street in 1983 and then moved back to its old 146 South High 

Street address (now the CitiCenter Building) in 1985.  

 

Each move was costly but the 1985 move to the CitiCenter was the most expensive because the 

YWCA had to invest in a state-of-the-art fitness studio with whirlpool, sauna, locker room and 

multi-purpose area for aerobics. The association offices had to look good as well. The Ethan 

Allen Gallery designed the interior of the offices and furnished it in part with the antiques from 

the old YWCA building.  
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In 1985, the YWCA registered its biggest deficit in its history and yet again dipped into the 

endowment. 

Severing The YW/YM Partnership... 

 

While the central headquarters redecorated, the branches faced problems of their own. For years, 

the Akron association had set the pace nationally for starting and running branches along with 

the YMCA. Both the Cuyahoga Falls and Tallmadge branches had been started in that manner. 

However, the relationship had never run smoothly. At each of the branches, the YMCA and the 

YWCA quarreled about equal use of facilities and more. The disagreements finally culminated in 

1978 with the YWCA suing the YMCA for equitable use of facilities in Cuyahoga Falls.  

In 1983, in at least one attempt to take control of finances, the Akron YMCA and YWCA agreed 

to severe their connections at the branches. After months of negotiations that did not include the 

staff of either facility, the YWCA agreed to vacate the Falls while the YMCA gave up the 

Tallmadge building. The YWCA and the YMCA would never again run a branch together.  

 

Indeed, from that point on, the YWCA and the YMCA would be direct competitors. By then, the 

YMCA admitted women and marketed itself as a family organization. The YWCA retained its 

woman-only focus.  

 

The Topougis term had been marked by extraordinary programming successes and 

uncontrollable financial losses. The programming successes meant that the YWCA had re-

established its place in the women's community in Akron; the sapping of the endowment meant 

that the association would be seriously damaged in the long run.  

 

Topougis left the YWCA in 1987. She was replaced by Pam Dowdy, who left in 1989 when her 

family relocated.  

 

Stability returned to the YWCA when Judy Joyce was selected executive director. A long-time 

social agency manager and a natural collaborator, Joyce came to the Akron YWCA from Family 

Services of Summit County. During her 5-year tenure, Joyce strengthened the many YWCA-run 

child care programs. The Rape Crisis Center carried on, even after long-time director Terri 

Hickman left. Women looking for work turned to the YWCA for everything from clothes to wear 

at the interview to counseling, from training to day care as they got started. Yet Joyce was not 

able to stem the flood of red ink.  

The YWCA Headquarters Moves Again... 

 

Two years at the CitiCenter proved time enough for the YWCA. However, with its endowment 

depleted by years of withdrawals, its membership reaching new lows, its capital campaign 

woefully inadequate and few substantial assets, the Akron YW was not in a strong negotiating 

position.  

 

 

http://www3.uakron.edu/schlcomm/womenshistory/hickman_t.htm
http://www3.uakron.edu/schlcomm/womenshistory/hickman_t.htm
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A small committee of board members searched the city for just the right place. Its demands were 

simple: the location needed to be in a racially diverse neighborhood not too far removed from 

downtown, close to the bus lines and with plenty of convenient, free parking.  

 

The answer turned out -- given the YW's financial limitations -- Five Points on Exchange Street. 

The committee preferred to find a site that the YW might someday be able to buy. The site they 

selected held no such hope. The YWCA rented a closed Acme department store and then spent 

its meager resources in renovating the building. The new headquarters at 670 West Exchange 

Street opened in 1990 -- the YWCA had found another home.  

The YWCA Today... 

 

Today, the YWCA of Summit County is run by Pam Ferrell, who came to the organization in 

1994 after 14 years with the Cleveland association. Like every other executive director in recent 

years, Ferrell had three jobs: to keep the YWCA at the center of the women's community by 

offering needed programming at convenient times and locations, to rebuild the membership 

numbers and to keep the association on an even keel financially. None of those jobs has been 

easy, given the economic downturn and the increasingly complex character of the women's 

community in the city.  

 

Programming has been perhaps the easiest thing to accomplish. The Rape Crisis Center still 

serves more than 10,000 in the county annually. Thousands of Summit County children have fun 

in the YWCA-run child care centers, play schools and latchkey programs. The child care centers 

have changed. In response to Welfare Reform, the YWCA central facility expanded the child 

care hours to midnight. The Exchange Street headquarters also started offering Saturday hours 

but costs proved so prohibitive that that services closed.  

 

Women, girls, boys and a few men keep in shape at the aerobics classes, the fitness centers and 

the pools run by the YWCA. The organization is still a resource for women as they go back to 

work and a place for community groups to meet. But perhaps as important, the YWCA has 

become a kind of intellectual incubator for the women's community. Staff and volunteers of the 

YW work with women as they start new organizations, learn how to run for political office or 

plan special events. 

 

Ferrell and her board have made some controversial decisions that have impacted the 

organization's bottom line. In 1994, shortly after coming on board, Ferrell signed the contract to 

run the Balch Street facility for the city of Akron and Summit County. Soon thereafter, Ferrell 

and the board moved to close the Kent branch to much outcry -- and many cancelled 

memberships. 

 

In 2000, the membership of the YWCA was 2,624, almost double what it had been 10 years 

before but about half the 4,481 that it had been before the Kent branch was closed. The popular 

Balch Street branch has helped rebuild the YWCA numbers.  

 

 

http://www3.uakron.edu/schlcomm/womenshistory/ferrell_p.htm
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Finances are better than they have been in recent years. United Way allocations are up; grant 

money has increased; program fees help sustain the organization. The Akron YWCA operates in 

the black -- although close to the line -- within its $2.9 million budget.  

There is little of the endowment left and the Akron organization has not touched it since Ferrell 

took over as executive director. 

Over its century of life, the YWCA of Summit County has made its mistakes but its successes 

have outnumbered them.  

 

The Akron YWCA has trained -- and continues to train -- generations of women for leadership in 

the city and the county. Many top women executives, elected officials and civic leaders got their 

start with the Akron YWCA.  

 

Through the Y Teens, the Girl Reserves, Censowe, young women gained the leadership skills 

needed for later life. At Camp YaWaCa, the downtown gym and pool and the branches, girls, 

teens and women developed their athletic abilities and increased their confidence.  

 

In YWCA clubs and organizations, women and girls came into their own. 

 

Women helping women. Women mentoring women. Those are the ideas that Chalista Wheeler 

understood 100 years ago. Those are still the ideas at the heart of the YWCA of Summit County. 

--Kathleen L. Endres  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


