
HISTORY OF THE LIONS EYE FOUNDATION 
 
The longest journey begins with a single step. The Lions Eye 
Foundation of California-Nevada, Inc., acknowledged today 
as an outstanding example of success in the field of Sight 
Conservation, began with the dream of a handful of caring 
Lions who wanted to serve others. 

 
On July 27, 1959, Dr. R.A. “Rudy” Schwartzman wrote to newly elected District 
Governor Raymond E. Marks of District 4-C4 urging the appointment of a 
committee to research and investigate the feasibility of establishing a district-wide 
effort for providing eye care to people in need. 
 
At his first Cabinet meeting, DG Marks appointed Deputy District Governor 
Joseph A. Guiffre to chair this committee, which consisted of 20 Lion members 
from 9 District clubs. This newly formed Eye Research Foundation Committee 
elected DDG Guiffre of the Geneva Excelsior Lions Club as Chairman Pro-tem, 
and Frank Spadarella of the Mission Lions Club as Acting Secretary. 
 
After many months of work, a motion to disband 
the Eye Research Foundation and to create the 
Lions Eye Foundation for Children (LEFC) was 
passed at the District 4-C4 Convention in May 
1960. At its first regular meeting in June 1960, 
the LEFC elected Joseph A. Guiffre as its first 
president and Frank Spadarella as secretary. Also 
elected that day were 24 trustees representing all 
19 charter clubs and 979 Lion members. The 
Articles of Incorporation as a California Non-
Profit Corporation were approved in June 1960 and in the same month the Council 
of Governors of MD-4 (California and Nevada) unanimously approved the LEFC. 
In July 1960, at the Lions International Convention in Chicago, the use of the name 
“Lions” and the use of the official Lions logo were unanimously approved. 
 
In February 1962, President Leonardo S. Bacci announced that effective March 
1962, the LEFC would be located in a physical operation. In the first 12 days of 
operation the Foundation Clinic at the Presbyterian Medical Center treated 33 
patients. The initial Trustees envisioned a modest-sized clinic for screening, 
diagnosis, and treatment of visual defects in children. Once such a clinic was 
established and additional funds were identified, it was hoped that patient beds 
would be added and ultimately a Lions Eye Hospital for Children would be built. 
At the same time, there were supporters of the idea that eye care for children in 
need should not be deferred, but should be performed as needed at existing 
facilities in San Francisco. 



 
Ultimately the philosophy of utilizing existing facilities won 
out and the idea of building a Lions Eye Hospital was 
abandoned. Instead, the Foundation established our 
relationship with what is now the California Pacific Medical 
Center (CPMC). That relationship has continued for over fifty 
years. Initially the hospital was called the Presbyterian 
Medical Center. In 1968 it became the Pacific Medical 
Center. In 1985 it became the Pacific Presbyterian Center, and 
finally in 1991 its name changed to the current one.  
 

Shortly after physical operations began at the hospital, the need for treatment of 
adults as well as children was so great that the Lions Eye Foundation for Children 
(LEFC) changed its name and became the Lions Eye Foundation of California-
Nevada, Inc. 
 
From the very beginning, the Foundation realized that the key to success and being 
able to reach into the surrounding communities was to increase Club memberships 
and donations. Initially the going was slow. In the first 10 years, until 1969, only 
105 clubs joined. Including the 19 Charter Clubs, this made for a total of 124 
member Clubs. This all changed in 1970 when Maury Perstein became Executive 
Director. In three years, he more than doubled the number of Member Clubs to 
288.  Maury served without salary until 1983. He traveled as much as 30,000 miles 
per year visiting clubs and spreading the word, and was only compensated for 
actual expenses.  
 
Club membership in the LEF provided a large part of the 
initial funding needed for operations. Over the years, 
additional funds were raised at various events. These 
included a flower show held at the Japantown Center, an 
Eye Seal Campaign, drawings, multiple “Rocky’s Wine 
Tastings” and Abalone Feeds among others.  Bequests 
have been another source of funds.  In recognition of those 
who name the Foundation in their estate planning, the 
Future Vision award was established by the Foundation.  
These activities demonstrate the broad-based support for 
the Foundation has enjoyed throughout our service area. 
 
To provide a stable, long-term source of funding, in 1972 Life Memberships were 
first offered. Each Life Membership costs $500. The funds are invested very 
conservatively in a Restricted Endowment Fund. Only the interest can be used and 
specifically only for eye care for children 18 or younger. The first two Life 
members went to Past Lions International President Harry Aslan and his wife 
Freeda. Initially it was hoped that the number of Life Members could possibly 

Helen Keller 



reach 1,000. This was a serious under-estimate. Currently there are more than 
5,000 Life Members and the Endowment Fund has assets in excess of $2,500,000.  
Excess interest, not used for children’s eye care can be transferred after three years 
for general use. The corpus of the Endowment Fund, however, cannot be touched. 
 
In 1983, Maurice Perstein retired after thirteen years as our 
Executive Director. An extensive search for a new executive 
director resulted in the selection of Lion Past District Governor 
Don Stanaway as the new Executive Director of the 
Foundation. Under Don’s stewardship the number of member 
clubs and life members continued to increase.  It was during 
this time that our organization introduced the Helen Keller 
Fellow Program requiring a $1,000 donation to the general fund, which is used for 
adult surgical care.  Subsequently, the Foundation also adopted the progressive 
Helen Keller Awards for individuals who contributed additional increments of 
$1,000.  Currently there are over 990 Helen Keller Fellows. 
 

After 30 years as Executive Director, Don Stanaway retired at 
the end of January 2013.  In honor of Don’s years of service and 
substantial contributions to the Foundation, the Trustees 
unanimously voted to establish the Don Stanaway Fellow.  This 
new level of contribution requires a donation of $250.  
Recipients receive the Don Stanaway Fellow pin.  

 
The new Executive Director of The Lions Eye Foundation of California-Nevada, 
Inc. is Past District Governor John Schroeder.  John is a past president of the 
Foundation (1991-1993).  He has recently served as the chair of the Advisors and 
on the Executive Committee of the Foundation.  John has been involved with the 
Foundation for nearly 30 years.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                  Special thanks to longtime trustee Lion Galdo Pavini for help with this history 
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