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It is the right of every pregnant mother to give birth and the right of 
every child to be born.” 

–Louise Summerhill, founder of Birthright International 

A note from our Director… 
This year, Birthright of Pittsburgh celebrates 50 years of helping women have their ba-

bies! For the past 5 decades we have assisted pregnant women in challenging circumstances, 
from every walk of life to carry their babies to term with the compassionate, loving care they 
deserve! With the joyful overturn of Roe vs. Wade, our mission for life is more necessary than 
ever! We want you, our larger Birthright family to know that we stand poised and ready to meet 
the challenges ahead! 

 
Our new center, (located just down the hall from our previous office in the Omega building) is 
staffed by more trained volunteers than ever, enabling us to increase our hours of operation and 
the number of clients served! Thanks to your generosity we are also able to provide more prac-
tical resources to our clients in need, helping them with grocery gift cards, transportation assis-
tance and emergency baby equipment needs, in addition to our usual offering of everyday baby 
items. 

 
As we move into a new day of hope for those growing in their mother’s womb, it is our absolute 
joy to continue to serve unborn babies and their families! I think our preparedness to help is 
somewhat analogous to the presence of the Church in countries such as Haiti. When natural 
disasters, or other emergencies strike, the church is the first on the scene and ready to help, 
because they are already there! We too, are already here and ready help! And when folks falsely 
claim that, “we pro-lifers don’t care about the baby after it’s born” be sure to let them know that 
Birthright offers support for all nine months of pregnancy AND beyond as needed! The friend-
ships we establish with our clients often continue (or are resumed) for years as additional preg-
nancies occur. In fact, babies have been saved who would otherwise have been aborted due to 
abortion minded women, who were previous clients, returning for help! So, when folks express 
concern for women and girls experiencing unplanned pregnancies, let them know that help con-
tinues to be available for them to carry their baby to term with the hope, love and support Birth-
right is known for! 



THE FIRST 50 YEARS of BIRTHRIGHT of PITTSBURGH 
 

By PAULA A. SMITH, OFS 
 

Former Executive Director of Birthright of Pittsburgh from 1998-2018 

 

 
Early photo of Rita and Jim Cunningham and family. 

 
 
Birthright of Pittsburgh, a chapter of Birthright International, was founded by Rita Q. 

Cunningham in November 1971. The first pregnancy care center in the city of Pittsburgh, Birth-
right marks 50 years of providing alternatives to abortion to pregnant girls and women. By the 
time the U.S. Supreme Court decision of Roe v. Wade legalized abortion on demand (from con-
ception to the time of birth) in 1973, Birthright of Pittsburgh was already in place. But what was 
happening in the years before that led to a landmark decision to legalize abortion?  

 
In the 1960s conventional attitudes regarding women and motherhood were unraveling with 
consequential events including the publication of Betty Friedan’s book, The Feminine Mystique, 
that questioned traditional roles of women as homemakers and mothers in 1963; a Supreme 
Court ruling that legalized birth control for women in 1965; a bill to liberalize abortion intro-
duced in Colorado by Dick Lamm, a freshman legislator in the Colorado House in 1967 with 
Gov. John Love signing it into law the same year making Colorado the first state to modify 
abortion regulations; and the founding of the National Association for the Repeal of Abortion 
Laws (NARAL), the first national pro-choice organization, in 1969. 
 
With the backdrop of the Vietnam War, assassinations, antiwar protests, hippies and demonstra-
tions, the countercultural mores, attitudes and rhetoric were embedding voices of independence 
into the conscience of America. Activists for civil rights, voting rights, human rights and wom-
en’s rights sought equality during the ‘60s. These issues did not go unnoticed by seven women 
in Pittsburgh, Pa., mostly wives and mothers, who were concerned about the rights of unborn 
babies threatened by abortion.  



One of these seven women, Rita Cunningham, was married to Jim, a sociology professor at the University 
of Pittsburgh, and was the mother of 10 children with their youngest three-years-old. She was a woman of 
faith and active in their home parish of St. Paul Cathedral in Pittsburgh’s Oakland neighborhood perform-
ing charitable works in the church and community. She founded the La Leche League of Pittsburgh to 
support mothers with breastfeeding in 1962.  
 
In the fall of 1969, Rita and six friends gathered at her kitchen table after learning of the possibility of 
abortion becoming legalized in the U.S. At Rita’s table were: Mary Winter, Donna Grab, Joan Derrick, 
Evelyn Turocy, Judy Fink, and Barbara Rutkowski. Following a discussion, they made an unprecedented 
decision to begin an organization they originally named “Women Concerned for the Unborn 
Child” (WCUC). Today it is known as “People Concerned for the Unborn Child” (PCUC). They collected 
$12 among themselves for supplies. Their purpose was to respond to pro-abortion speakers in speeches, 
debates or discussions on university campuses, media or forums; assist abortion-minded pregnant women 
and provide support; deliver educational presentations and resources to schools, churches and civic groups 
on fetal development; and ultimately protect the sanctity of life of the unborn baby.  
 
As they reached out in communities to offer assistance to pregnant girls and women uncertain about car-
rying their babies to term, they realized if they were encouraging pregnant women to have their babies 
they needed to address the practical needs of the women. Besides being stigmatized in society as an 
“unwed mother,” many encountered a variety of barriers to having their baby such as a lack of family/
emotional support, rejection by the child’s father, affordable housing, transportation, prenatal care, low 
income, educational pursuits, and unequal pay. Rita felt compelled to offer real alternatives and there was 
someone she planned to consult. 
 
As the pressing awareness of abortion becoming legalized was more imminent in the ‘70s in the U.S., Rita 
arranged to attend a talk given by a Canadian woman, Louise Summerhill, who was admired in Canada 
and the U.S. for her initiative in creating and founding Birthright, the first established pregnancy support 
center in the world, on October 15, 1968. At the time Birthright was founded abortion was partially legal-
ized in Canada and rates of abortion were rising. Louise believed that the number of abortions would be 
lower if pregnant girls and women were given genuine compassion, nonjudgmental support and practical 
alternatives.  
 
“It is our society which puts a label on who is wanted, not the mother,” Louise said. 
 
When so many people clamored for rights that disregarded the role of a mother and the life of a baby, 
Louise defended the dignity of motherhood and the unborn with her infallible quote, “It is the right of eve-
ry pregnant woman to give birth, and the right of every child to be born.”  
 
After listening to Louise, Rita said, “This is what Pittsburgh needs.” She applied for a charter signed by 
Louise and began a chapter with a handful of friends in November 1971. Two years later, on January 22, 
1973, the fateful decision by the U.S. Supreme Court of Roe v. Wade established a constitutional right to 
abortion. 
 
             (Continued on next page) 

Paula Smith (continued) 



Since 1971, dedicated Birthright volunteers have served the needs of pregnant girls and 
women and encouraged them to carry their babies with dignity. In the early years many 
volunteers sheltered abandoned pregnant girls in their homes, sometimes with infants, 
and received calls on their home phones from distressed girls. For years, Rita kept an 
old black rotary dial phone in her bedroom closet on a small table with a chair where 
she closed the door and offered hope and help to girls whenever they called her.  
 
Looking back on the legacy of 50 years since Rita founded Birthright of Pittsburgh and 
seeing how Birthright progressed to an international organization, the intention of the 
movement is the same as Louise wrote in chapter one, in the first sentence of her book, 
The Story of Birthright  The Alternative to Abortion (1973), “The essence of the Birth-
right service is love.”  
 
It is difficult to estimate the number of mothers and unborn babies helped in 50 years by 
Birthright of Pittsburgh volunteers. For some clients, we never know the end of their 
story and that’s when we pray for them. Our guiding star is the Birthright charter that 
leads us to uphold the wisdom of Louise’s foundational plan for Birthright. God’s di-
vine plan reminds us that He is the creator of life and He alone has the right to take a 
life. 
 
Although the U.S. Supreme Court overturned the Roe v. Wade decision on June 24, 
2022 and returned it to the people, the work of Birthright to protect the life of the un-
born remains. 

Paula Smith (continued)

In honor of Louise B. Hegarty 

In Honor Of... 



irthright of Pittsburgh’s 

Celebrating 50 years of loving them both! You are cordially invited to attend our dinner gala, and enjoy food, 

music, talks, and friendship. The gala is October 29th, 6:00 pm – 10:00 pm at Brother André’s Cafe,               

64 Washington Place, Pittsburgh, PA 15219. 

Kurt Kondrich is a retired police officer and disability 

advocate for Down Syndrome Awareness. Kurt’s 

daughter Cloe was born in 2003 with a diagnosis of 

Down syndrome. After her birth, he became an ad-

vocate for Down Syndrome awareness. He has re-

ceived several awards for his advocacy, including the 

PA Pro-Life Federation Leadership Award and St An-

thony Award from the Diocese of Pittsburgh and has 

spoken at the United Nations in 2017 and 2018 to 

protect those diagnosed prenatally with Down syn-

drome. His efforts lead to the PA legislature passing 

the Down syndrome Prenatal Education Act (“Cloe’s 

Law”) in July 2014. 

Celebrating with Brother André’s Cafe 
 
Brother André’s Cafe is a shop named after the pa-
tron saint of caregivers, Brother André Besette. 
Brother André faced hardships finding employment 
because of his sickness and frailty, but he later went 
on to perform miracles. 

Brother Andre's Cafe is a coffee shop staffed by 

adults with Intellectual and developmental disabili-

ties (IDD). It is part of Move a Mountain Missions 

(MMM). 

2022 Gala 

Speaker Cafe 

Kurt’s site: Brother 

André’s 

Café: 

Gala 

information: 



 Gift cards to Target, Walmart, Kohl’s and Macy’s (for larg-

er items like car seats) 

 Giant Eagle Gift cards   

 PAT bus passes (Port Authority Connect Cards) 

 Uber, Lyft  passes (for clients’ transportation 

needs) 

 Local fast food restaurant gift cards, such as Sub-

way and McDonald's 

 Baby wash, Diaper cream 

 Diapers  4, 5, and 6 

 Monthly rental fee for our  much needed Supply 

Room —$400. 

 

Please keep all of our clients, their 

children, our volunteers and their 

families in your daily prayers.  

Thank you. 

50th Anniversary Note:  A gift basket raffle, 

sponsored by our awesome volunteers, will 

be available for raising additional funds for 

our clients’ needs. 



 

 

Now that Roe vs. Wade has been overturned we are receiving more 

phone calls daily from: 

 women who need help with unexpected pregnancies 

 moms with supply needs (diapers, etc. 

 Sidewalk Advocates from Planned Parenthood who encounter abortion-minded women who 

need our immediate help 

 and other types of calls which we are absolutely grateful for! 

Since our last newsletter, our office has been staffed by new volunteers as well as our sea-

soned supporters.  We would love to staff our office with volunteers from 9 a.m. until 7 p.m., five 

to six days a week in order to assist women in need at times convenient for them.  (Volunteers 

need only commit to two hours per week.) 

Our Birthright hotline takes calls 24/7.  If you can donate your love by sitting in our office to re-

ceive phone calls, we will train you. 

 

 

 

 Ways you can help: 

 Staff our office by answering phones and/or directing calls as needed to Executive Director  

 Client interaction 

 Delivering supplies (layettes, diapers, baby equipment, clothing to moms in need.) 

 Providing free pregnancy tests, information on ultrasound, referrals for services (various 

types of maternal and child support available within our community), free clothing and dia-

pers . 

 Newsletter and brochure preparation for mailing. 

 Speaking at schools, parishes and community organizations about Birthright 

 Helping with Red Rose Day collections 

 Coordinating a drive for diaper, baby clothing, new baby equipment   

 

Please Join our Volunteer Team! 





Maria has volunteered at Birthright for almost 3 
years. She finds it to be an inspiring and joy-filled 
place, passionate about helping women, babies and 
families! Maria loves building relationships and ac-
companying women through their pregnancies and 
beyond. Outside of Birthright, Maria is a nurse full-
time and also enjoys running, reading and drinking 
lots of coffee! 

My name is Angie Lemaire and I have been volunteering with 
Birthright since January of this year! My husband Peter and I have 
been married since June 2019. We have a 20-month-old daughter 
named Kiara and are expecting Baby Gianna in December! 
 

I work as a Registered Nurse under a contract with the De-
partment of Health, supporting long-term care facilities throughout 
Southwestern Pennsylvania in COVID-19 response and infection 
control measures.  I have my Masters in Nursing Education; I love 
being able to teach and support both our staff and nursing home 
staff.  
 

I was inspired to get more involved with the pro-life move-
ment after we lost our first two children to miscarriage, Zelie 
Dolores and Gene Dominic. We received an incredible amount of 
support from those around us and I wanted to provide that for 
women as they face difficult situations while pregnant. I have 
learned the value of simply being there for people, being someone 
that they can rely on. 

 



Current bus 

stop ads for 

Birthright 

Fort Pitt Blvd. 

Centre Ave. 

William Penn Place 

BUS SHELTER NEWS 
Thanks to the generosity of our Birthright family of supporters, we have been able to pur-
chase four new bus shelter ads! There is no investment more important than advertising to 
reach the moms and babies in need of our help! It is our hope to continue to expand our 

outreach through the purchase of additional ad space. But we can only reach pregnant 
moms in need of Birthright services with YOUR help! Will you consider helping those ex-
periencing an unplanned pregnancy find us by making a donation to our ongoing bus shel-
ter ad campaign? We thank you in advance for your generosity! 


