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“‘Many thought the girls couldn’t take the stress of competitive swimming,’ Physical Director 

Helen Lyman said at the first annual awards dinner of the YWCA Dolphin Swim Team… ‘and if 

they didn’t win went into the corner to pout and shed a few tears,’” (Cortland Standard, May 23, 

1963). In her address to the Dolphins and their parents, Helen Lyman refuted this claim and 

endorsed the program that had begun just six months prior. But indeed, the statement reflects the 

attitude that proved a challenge to Fulvio and Ann Bertini and the other parents who sought out a 

swim team program for their daughters at Cortland’s YWCA. 

Decades prior to the formation of the Dolphins swim team, and before an extension would add a 

gymnasium and pool to the YWCA facility, swim classes were offered for girls and women at the 

YMCA pool. The Cortland Standard reported that “Health and efficiency are so closely related 

these days that success in the business world is almost impossible unless one is physically fit. 

With this in mind, the Y.W.C.A., through its physical department, endeavors to give the young 

business and employed women a firm foundation of health on which to build her business 

efficiency…Here she finds the rest of recreation, of using muscles held taut by office work, of 

reducing or gaining as much weight as the need may be, and the opportunity of meeting new 

friends,” (November 10, 1925).  

In 1930, an addition featuring a new gymnasium and pool, “thought large enough to 

accommodate the association for many years,” (Cortland Standard, May 2, 1930) was dedicated 

on the 10th anniversary of the opening of the Clayton Avenue YWCA building. 

By the 1960s, the availability of physical activities for girls throughout the nation was starting to 

make a shift toward competitive sports, but Cortland was slow to catch on. A glance at the 1962 

Co-Hi-An yearbook for Cortland High School includes descriptions for girls’ activities such as 

“provid[ing] interesting and unusual enjoyment,” in the case of fencing, and the girls’ swimming 

program provided only the opportunity for learning the fundamentals of swimming and diving, 

“and of just enjoying this healthful sport.” 

At the YWCA, the pool was in almost constant use from the time school ended in the afternoon 

to until 9 o’clock at night. Emphasis in the provided programs was placed on teaching girls and 

women to swim, on life saving, and water ballet. And it was reported that “the Cortland YWCA 

has followed the policy of the national organization which says in part: ‘The YWCA program 

should serve girls and women throughout the association of life. Emphasis is placed on the 

teaching of beginners and the serving of large numbers, rather than on the development of 

competition and showmanship [emphasis added],’” (Cortland Standard, October 18, 1962). 

One week prior to the above quote, on October 11, 1962, a local mother wrote anonymously to 

the Cortland Standard, making complaints about the YWCA’s lack of activities for girls. In the 

letter, she indicated that her family had moved to Cortland recently from a comparable town and 

was appalled by the absence of a girls swimming team, having been told that it was against 



YWCA policy. “All over the State you’ll find girls swimming teams,” the mother wrote, “Why 

right here in Cortland the State YW swimming championships were held last April and I learned 

that the Elks sponsor an annual boys and girls swim meet in this district and of all the cities 

participating Cortland wasn’t even represented!” 

Two days later, Ann Bertini reiterated some of these points in her own letter to the editor: 

“We note with interest the trend throughout the nation of the aquatic achievements of our young 

American girlhood. We have also noted that many of the communities around us such as Ithaca, 

Norwich, Elmira, Binghamton, and Oneonta have well organized swimming programs for both 

boys and girls.” Mrs. Bertini further indicated that her husband had written to the YWCA 

inquiring why Cortland had no such program but never received an answer. The boys of the 

Bertini family, especially Charlie, were active at the YMCA pool and team, and they came to 

question “why only the boys could compete.”  

A third letter to the editor came on October 15th, this time the author provided reasons for why 

they felt the YWCA would be the right organization to offer up competitive athletic programs for 

local girls. 

An answer to all three of these letters appears to have finally come in the form of a long article 

put in the October 18, 1962 edition of the Cortland Standard in which Mrs. Ralph Brown, 

president of the YWCA board of directors, “welcomed the opportunity to describe the 

outstanding program which reaches out to approximately 2700 in the community.” Indeed, the 

YWCA was seemingly maxed out. In just over thirty years since the addition that was intended 

to meet the needs of the YW for many years to come had been built, the organization was 

expressing their desperate need for more staff, and for more room. Helen Lyman, then the 

director of health education, was singlehandedly supervising and teaching everything from 

swimming to physical fitness classes and dancing, and was in need of an assistant. 

Further on in the article, it was clarified that “new activities are scheduled each year as demands 

are made known. Requests for activities mean raising money, arranging for suitable staff to 

supervise the activity, and finding time to fit the request into an over-crowded program.” 

Perhaps for the writers of the letters to the editor, including Mr. and Mrs. Bertini, this article was 

an obvious attempt to provide excuses for why Cortland’s YWCA lacked a girls’ swim team. But 

it could also act as a blueprint for how just such a program might be started- a demand, money, 

staff, and an open timeslot at the pool were all that were needed. At least three community 

members had made their desire for a girls’ swim team publicly known, but the other necessary 

criteria had to be met before approval for the development of a team would be offered up.  

On November 12, 1962, the YWCA Board of Directors decided to allow the Health Education 

committee to set up the regulations for a proposed swim team. And on December 4th, the first 

practice of the YWCA Dolphins was held “under Nancy Duffy’s leadership,” (YWCA Board 

meeting minutes) with twenty-four swimmers in attendance. Nancy Duffy, who worked at the 

Cortland Standard in the early years of developing her prestigious career as a reporter, acted as 

coach for the Dolphins’ first season. The YWCA board meeting minutes never make a mention 

of Fulvio or Ann Bertini, but Cathy Bertini remembers that “My parents, along with Essie 



Vangeli, Joe Healey and Leonard Gath, started the girls swim team after lots of pull and tug with 

the YW.  Joe and Leonard were officials at the boys games so they could do so for the girls. 

[Fulvio] was the chief strategist and organizer. [Ann] and Essie prepared the girls and ran the 

first practices.” Essie Vangeli is also credited with obtaining use of the YWCA pool, and would 

go on to coach the girls swim team at the Cortland High School, and become the first woman 

recipient of the Cortland County Sports Award. 

Ensuing newspaper articles on the team provide further insights into just how deep Fulvio’s and 

Ann’s contributions went over the years. Despite a lack of experience, the Bertinis took on the 

various necessary responsibilities- as needed- of director, coach, timer, and judge. The running of 

the Dolphins was at one point practically a full Bertini family affair, with Ann acting as 

scorekeeper and Cathy assisting, Charlie serving as runner, and Fulvio as judge at practices and 

meets. Fulvio and Ann Bertini would eventually serve as the primary coaches for the team, 

supplemented by coaching from Cortland College students which included Kathy Moore and 

Georgia Koval. 

Six weeks after the formation of the team, sixteen girls competed in their first meet against 

Oneonta. The Cortland Standard reported on the event saying that “the controversial girls swim 

team…churned in times which surprised and sometimes challenged the experienced Oneonta 

Swim team,” (January 21, 1963). Despite this optimistic take on the girls’ performance, the final 

score was Oneonta 124, Cortland 18.  

With each following opportunity, the Dolphins demonstrated their steady improvement, and the 

team grew. The YWCA Health Education committee reported in April 1963 to the Board of 

Directors that “the new swim team was eliciting an enthusiastic response. Three meets have been 

held so far and the girls are doing well in competition.” Indeed, in just the previous month the 

Dolphins “upset the strong Watertown swim team for the first win of their short history. Final 

score was 97-89.”  At the first annual banquet held in May of 1963, Fulvio Bertini designed and 

donated certificates to be awarded to the thirty-four swimmers (a practice he would repeat 

throughout the years), the team having grown by ten since its inception.  

The second season saw Cynthia “Cindy” Sayre replace Nancy Duffy as coach, and while the 

team still saw more losses than wins, pride for the girls and the improvements they exhibited was 

obviously growing. Transportation to out-of-town meets was one of the challenges faced by the 

Dolphins swim team in the early years, and it was decided that it would be necessary to charter a 

bus. To fund this, a call was made out to the public for assistance. Ann Bertini wrote to the 

Cortland Standard to express her gratitude at the outpouring of support: “When this problem was 

brought to the attention of various civic groups and individuals, they began to help. This help 

was given despite the fact that we were in our embryonic stage of organization with no history or 

precedent- a situation which could very likely create a feeling of reluctance by potential 

contributors…I consider it a privilege to live in a community with this kind of cooperation and 

enthusiasm.”  

The YWCA Dolphins swim team set a new precedent in the community, upheld as an example of 

the benefits of competitive sports for girls. The second annual awards dinner featured a speech 



by John Gee, principal of the Cortland High School, who “expressed his concern that there are 

no provisions for competitive sports for young ladies in the school, because of a law devised 

many years ago. ‘Many lessons are learned by boys in competition, which you young ladies here 

have learned,’ he said… ‘The more you girls swim, the better young ladies you become…You 

are learning things to help you the rest of your life and that will always stay with you.’” 

(Cortland Standard, April 30, 1964). 

The purpose of the Dolphins swim team, as it was emphasized at the start of the second year 

since the team was formed, was “not to raise Olympic champions nor to ‘win at all costs’, but 

rather to help develop the young ladies in mind and body and to teach them the spirit of 

wholesome competition,” (Cortland Standard, December 31, 1963). Cathy Bertini recalls that 

the controversy surrounding the team made her all the more committed to competing. While she 

cannot be sure she ever took first place in competition, Cathy can absolutely declare that she was 

positively impacted by “the patience and commitment to practice. The thrill of being part of a 

team. The camaraderie with the other girls. The euphoria of a tiny team doing well against bigger 

older teams.  Learning how to lose and to get up and start again. The infectious enthusiasm of 

being in the pool during a match. All made a difference in my career.” An obvious thread 

throughout Cathy’s prestigious career has been the support and empowerment of girls and 

women across the globe. 

In 1965, the local Board of Education voted against the use of school gymnasiums for boys’ and 

girls’ basketball leagues, as well as men’s physical fitness workouts, citing duplication of 

offerings at the YMCA and YWCA, as well as opposition to competition among girls. Mrs. 

Rosemary Condron explained that “physical education teachers have for years been trying to 

eliminate athletic competition between girls (interscholastic athletic competition for girls is 

illegal under state education laws),” (Cortland Standard, October 20, 1965). A “Concerned 

Parent” responded to Mrs. Condron’s comments suggesting that if “Mrs. Condron wants to see 

how competition can develop a young lady, she should check with the parents of any of the girls 

on the YWCA girls swim team,” (Cortland Standard, October 26, 1965). The BOE’s decision 

was reversed in November 1965, reflecting a possible positive shift in community feeling. 

Finally, any excuses against competitive sports for girls that could be declared on the basis of 

legality were removed in 1972 due to Title IX of the Education Act that forbid discrimination 

“under any education program or activity receiving federal financial assistance.” It made it 

illegal for any school which receives federal funds to deny women opportunities in athletics. 

Locally, there were still growing pains when it came to the implementation of this new law. 

There were particular concerns regarding the economics and it was believed that funding would 

have to be taken away from the existing boys’ programs to supply new programs for girls.  

Stephen J. Jerome, a Cortland native who was away for college wrote back to his hometown 

paper in response to the cancellation of the planned trip of the Cortland High Girls Volleyball 

team to the sectionals for lack of transportation. He claimed that “the attitude of the Cortland 

City School District Athletic Department was expressed to me in the fall of 1973 by one official, 

who said ‘I’m all for girls’ sports, but not at the expense of ours,’…it would be regrettable if 

school districts come to view women’s sports as an ‘extra’ expense that can be eliminated rather 



than view them as the educational opportunity that they really are…Clearly, somebody owes the 

public of Cortland an explanation as to why one of our most successful teams was not allowed to 

compete in an event which would have been the climax of the careers of many talented athletes,” 

(Cortland Standard, January 30, 1975).  

There was still a fight to make girls’ sports a priority, despite over a decade of proof of the 

benefits of competitive sports demonstrated with remarkable success by the girls on “the ever-

improving Dolphins of the YWCA Swim Team.”  

Three years after their first meet, the Dolphins met once again with the Oneonta swim team and 

made a clean sweep. “While winning every class, the Dolphins collected 36 first place stars and 

established four new pool records,” (Cortland Standard, December 19, 1965). At about this time, 

it appears the Bertinis were passing the baton of managing and coaching the team off to Hans 

and Margo Mueller who brought to the team a new level of expertise from their experiences in 

competitive swimming in their native Germany. 

The success of the team stood in direct opposition to the dissenters who believed it a waste to 

invest in competitive sports for girls, and the skills and confidence earned by the swimmers is 

invaluable in light of the challenges faced by all involved. Fulvio and Ann Bertini, along with the 

others involved in the formation of the Dolphins swim team were making local history, and their 

dedication to the swimmers helped to usher in a new era of girls’ athletics in Cortland County, 

taking it beyond mere recreation to a fulfilling practice of self-improvement.  


