
A WOMAN AHEAD OF HER TIME!

 In all of the awards, titles, and positions Ellen Fullard-Leo 
held over her lifetime, each can be preceded with the word 
“first.”  She was the first woman on the National Executive 
Committee of the Amateur Athletic Union. She founded the 
first women’s swim club in Cape Town, South Africa, Victoria, 
British Columbia, and Honolulu. 
 She was one of the first inductees into the Hawaii Sports 
Hall of Fame. She was a charter member of the International 
Swimming Hall of Fame. She was also founder of the Royal 
Life Saving Course. Not to mention being a founder of the U.S. 
Olympic Committee. How’s that for a “first”-class resume!
 Ellen Fullard was born on a large farm in South Africa in 
1884, the youngest of 19 children and 12 adopted brothers. 
They were all educated by tutors until old enough to go to 
boarding school. Ellen was trained to be a missionary. 
 At age 25, she left Johannesburg and went to England and 
then on to the United States where she married Leslie Leo, a 
well-known amateur athlete, building contractor and sculp-
tor from Australia. They moved to Hawaii in 1915 where she 
became heavily involved in women’s sports, although never as 
an athlete, strictly as a promoter.  She was truly a pioneer in 
women’s athletics. 
 Not long after taking up residence in Hawaii, no doubt 

based on her reputation for 
promoting women’s sports, 
especially swimming, Ellen 
was offered an honorary life 
membership in the Women’s 
Auxiliary of the Outrigger 
Canoe Club at the recom-
mendation of Alexander 
Hume Ford, who became a 
life-long friend.  
       She was asked to rep-
resent the organization on 
the local Board of the AAU 
(American Athletic Union.)  
She accepted and, as it 
turned out, was the first, 
and at the time, the only 
woman on the Board. She 
was also chosen to represent 
Hawaii at the 1921 AAU Ex-
ecutive Committee meeting 
in Chicago. 
       One of the many articles 
written about her at the 
time, states that she was list-
ed as E. B. Fullard-Leo. When 
she appeared at the all-male 
meeting, the men were 
shocked to find a woman in 
their midst. She continued 
to serve on the Board for 
more than 50 years and at 
the annual meeting in Lake 
Placid in 1971, she was given 
a trophy for being the oldest

 

member as well as the longest in service.
       Not only was Ellen actively involved in sports, but she was 
also an astute business woman, who, along with her husband, 
purchased Palmyra atoll in the South Pacific for $15,000, as-
suming debts of an additional $25,000; it was sold in 2000 to 
the Nature Conservancy for $30 million.  During World War II, 
Palmyra was an important naval station. 
 They also purchased property in Waikiki, including land 
on which King’s Village is located, as well as many other real 
estate investments. Dudley, her only surviving son, chuckles at 
the memory of his mother always dressing in a black holoku 
with a yellow flower lei when attending official functions. She 
was often assumed to be a member of Hawaii’s ali`i, despite her 
slightly British accent.
 Ellen served on a committee that helped to establish the 
American Olympic Commission. The commission had actually 
been formed in 1894 but not until 1921 did it adopt a constitu-
tion and bylaws to formally organize the American Olympic 
Association, with Ellen Fullard-Leo an important contributor. In 
Fort Lauderdale, Florida, she was inducted into the Swimming 
Hall of Fame, although she had never entered a competition in 
her entire life.  
 Ma Leo, as she was frequently called, also managed to 
hold a job as a swimming instructor at Punahou School where 
she trained many outstanding wahine swimmers. She was a 
member of the Hawaii Trail and Mountain Club, established by 
Alexander Hume Ford, and was active in forming the Uluniu 
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Women’s Swimming Club.  
She also acted as manager-chaperone for swimming trips to 

Australia, national competitions and Olympic Games. As Hawai-
ian athletes had to pay their own way, she raised money for 
their expenses. 

In the early 1970’s when Ellen found out that the Rough-
water Swim, a popular event off San Souci Beach, had no tro-
phy, she donated one, three feet high on a koa base. It became 
a perpetual trophy with the first place winner’s name engraved 
in silver each year. Ellen insisted that the trophy be named after 
her life-long friend Alexander Hume Ford. 

With all Ellen’s involvement in sports, she still found time 
to be a good wife and mother, and was selected as “Mother of 
the Year” in 1972. She had three sons; the oldest, named Leslie, 
spent several years in the film industry under the name of Leslie 
Vincent. He acted in over 100 films, including “Seven Sinners” 
starring Clark Gable and Marlene Dietrich. He was nearly 20 
years older than her second son, Dudley, with Ainsley, the 
youngest, following three years later. Today, Dudley, the only 

surviving son, and Ellen’s grandchildren continue to manage 
the large estate. 

Ellen continued with her business and sports activities, 
receiving honors and awards from innumerable organizations 
including not only the above-mentioned organizations, but also 
the Honolulu Quarterback Club, Mayor John H. Wilson, the Ha-
waii Swimming Club, the Naval Air Aquatic Club, and an award 
signed by Baron Pierre de Coubertin, founder of the revived 
Olympic Games. 

For more than 65 years Ellen Fullard-Leo was an interna-
tional champion of women’s sports, especially swimming. She 
passed away in October, 1974 and in typical island fashion, her 
ashes were scattered in the ocean in front of the Outrigger 
Canoe Club. In a tribute to her passing, Advertiser Sports Editor, 
Hal Wood, referred to her as the greatest leader in amateur 
sports, and stated that “the impact she left on Hawaii sports 
will last as long as the Islands survive the lapping waters of the 
Pacific.”
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