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Betty Tugman’s imaginative leadership in Ontario throughout most of the 1980s has been unequalled. 
Because she was gifted with an artistic disposition, original ideas seemed to come easily to her.  By dint 
of her persuasive personality, her communication skills and her ability to stimulate team work, she 
helped forge Ontario Council into a more cohesive organization.  It was all about team building, she 
often said.  When she retired from executive circles within her home club in 1988, CFUW Mississauga 
accorded her an Honorary Life Membership in recognition of her immense contribution at the national, 
provincial and local levels.  In 2019, CFUW’s 100th anniversary year, Betty  was named one of  its Notable 
Women and given a gold pin.  She also received a Sage Award as CFUW Mississauga’s  longest  living and 
active Club member.  In 2004, the University of Toronto presented her with its Arbor Award for 
volunteerism for her decades-long work as her class representative. 
 
How did this once painfully shy girl from the small Ontario town of Simcoe, who dreaded public 
attention for years, become a visionary leader some  40 years later?  Her parents always believed in her 
abilities but she had to discover them for herself.  Although she grew up in the Depression years, her 
parents were able to provide a secure, well-rounded life:  art and piano lessons, golf, horseback riding 
and tennis.  Both parents were musical and sang in local choirs and expected her to join them but Betty 
pointed out that she always sang flat.  Of all these activities, it was painting that was to provide lifelong 
satisfaction and pleasure. 
 
The family relocated to Brockville during Betty’s high school years and from there she furthered her 
education at Trinity College, University of Toronto.  Initially, she tackled home economics but soon 
realized it was not for her.  Rather, she focussed on Fine Arts and English Literature for which she proved 
to have a natural affinity – her mother had been a school teacher and gave her a good foundation in 
grammar and composition.  To help her overcome her innate shyness, she turned to a private tutor for 
lessons in speech and drama.  These proved to be what she needed to build her confidence and 
eventually to strike out on her own.  When she graduated in 1944 she had also earned her associate in 
speech and communication from Trinity College London (ATCL.) 
  
She returned to Brockville and accepted a job as chief announcer at the local radio station, CFBR, where 
her rich voice and clear enunciation served her well.  After a year, she returned to Toronto where she 
had many friends and worked for Bell Telephone in its commercial department.  “It was good for me to 
learn how to do things,” she said, “things like how to collect money from debtors and how to deal with 
people.”  These responsibilities were made easier because she did not have to face clients in person.  
Many new friendships developed from this period and she continued with private tutoring in speech and 
communications, advancing to licentiate status from TCL. 
 
Thinking she would become a high school English teacher, Betty enrolled at the Ontario College of 
Education because by this time, she realized she had much to offer:  expertise in English, an aptitude for 
art history and finally, her fellowship in speech from Trinity College (FTCL) which she earned while at 
OCE.  She also began teaching speech and communication at the University of Toronto’s extension 
Department, an unusual career option at the time.  She found it rewarding to coach people who had 
speech impediments or wanted to overcome shyness by developing their self-confidence and their 
potential. 
 
Although there were likely good job prospects for her (perhaps even as a private school headmistress) 
she married in 1950. Her daughter was born in 1951 and then a son. In a sense she was a stay-at-home 



Mum and in another sense, not:  she continued to teach speech and communication for at least another 
decade at U of T’s extension services.  Initially, the family lived in Toronto but moved to Port Credit in 
1954.  She joined the newly formed local CFUW club, learning about it through a friend.  She was an 
active member for 25 years before joining its executive.  One project she particularly remembered was 
the Club’s 1967 Centennial Project – tackling the question of education for indigenous women.  
 
In 1979 Betty became vice president of her club (for the second time) and moved on to the presidency 
the following year (1980-81). She and Vice-President Jean Sinnclair attended their first CFUW AGM in 
Vancouver in 1980 prior to the IFUW Triennial there.  “It was wonderful to see CFUW and IFUW 
operating at the same time,” she recalled, “and it was also an eye-opener to meet delegates from 
Ontario and to compare notes.”  At the end of the meetings, Betty organized a little party for the 
Ontario delegates and they thought it was such fun that they determined to do it again when they 
returned home. 
 
Ontario Council had come together in 1978 but it was not yet well organized.  The result was that clubs 
had little contact with one another, and the Vancouver AGM was their first opportunity to meet. 
Determined to keep the momentum going, Betty joined the University Women’s Club of Toronto in 
order to have a central meeting place for provincial delegates.  (It had its own clubhouse by this time.)  
‘We got all the Ontario presidents together, we got all the vice-presidents and so on, “ Betty recounted. 
‘We realized that when we got to know one another we could discuss our problems and figure things 
out together.”  A priority was to develop and promote leadership skills and a first step was to organize 
hands-on workshops to build expertise within club executives.  These proved to be highly successful and 
were also instrumental in making members realize they were part of a regional, national and 
international organization. 
 
Betty became a provincial director after  her presidency and promoted the notion of staging 
“gatherings” three times a year at the Toronto clubhouse.  These centred on legislation, status of 
women and education, as they do today.  In time, the Ontario delegates were dubbed by those outside 
the province as “The Upper Canada Mafia,” because under Betty’s guidance they had become 
powerhouses.  She always considered building these grassroots connections as one of her greatest 
accomplishments and admitted her team enjoyed itself in the process.  She also began fall gatherings in  
various Ontario regions.  “Any organization does not become stronger by existing alone, “ she 
maintained.  “Members have to come together and interact, exchange ideas and explore possibilities.” 
 
Widowed in 1984 and her children now on their own, Betty became further involved with CFUW.  As VP 
Ontario she sat on the National Council Board from 1985 to 1988.  Betty recalled that she especially 
enjoyed the resolutions process and was part of a team that went to visit the federal government on a 
regular basis.  They met one cabinet minister after another who questioned  them about CFUW.  Once 
they realized it was an organization of educated women across the country that operated in English and 
in French, was self-funded and non-partisan, federal doors were open.  “Each cabinet minister knew 
who we were and the subject matter that we had come to talk about,” she recalled. “It was a wonderful 
exchange.”  Those who knew Betty realized that she always came to meetings well prepared and was 
able to express herself with clarity and force, confident that she understood what CFUW was striving to 
accomplish. 
 
Being creative, Betty in retirement turned her energies from executive work to furthering her skills in 
the watercolour medium and particularly in the execution of landscapes.  She kept up with lifelong 
friendships and at CFUW Mississauga’s monthly meetings she could be seen in the front row following 



the proceedings carefully and sometimes nodding her head  in approval or else shaking it. To the end 
she was a woman who held strong views. 


