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Chicks with Checks: 
The Power of Women in Philanthropy
Famed anthropologist margaret mead 

once said, “never doubt that a small group of 

thoughtful, committed citizens can change the 

world. indeed, it is the only thing that ever has.” 

and if you have ever been around a group of 

women who were sparked by a great idea, you 

know this to be true. 

Women engaged in every level of philanthropy 

is a growing phenomenon around the country, and 

our region is no exception. according to a recent 

new York times article, six studies published in 

the last two years—the first systematic research 

into gender and philanthropy—revealed that 

women generally donate more, are more actively 

involved in the given charities and demand more 

proof of effectiveness. the irony in this is that when 

most of us think of a philanthropist, we picture an 

older white man in a top hat and three-piece suit. 

What these recent studies point to is that women 

are more generous with both their resources and 

time, regardless of education, age, race or other 

demographics.

also somewhat specific to women in 

philanthropy is that, much like going to the ladies 

room at our senior 

prom, we seem 

to like to do it in groups. “giving circles,” as they 

are known, are developing all around the country 

for women to create social and emotional teams 

to have an impact on the things that matter most 

to them. they pool their donations, their volunteer 

capacity and their emotional energy and invest it 

all in causes that move them.  

and they are, in fact, changing the world.

 

A National Model: Tiffany Circle
the tiffany Circle name honors the 1917 louis 

Comfort tiffany windows installed in the american 

red Cross headquarters in Washington, d.C. 

the windows were created to honor the value of 

the work of women in carrying out the mission 

of the red Cross. Known as the largest secular 

installation by tiffany studios still intact, the 

windows portray the virtues of women engaged 

in the red Cross: mercy, faith, charity, truth and 

fortitude. Just as importantly, it shows that even at 

the turn of the century, organizations recognized 

and treasured the contributions made by women in 

serving the greater good.

as a statement to the continued relevance 

of women in its mission, the red Cross created 

the tiffany Circle, a group of women leaders 

who commit a minimum of $10,000 to the 

organization annually. there are 25 tiffany 
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Generous Hearts by Susan H. Bonnett

nothing—stuck in camps with thousands of other people 
and afraid for our lives. But Canada, England, Australia 
and India opened up to us. I chose to go to India and had a 
wonderful life there.”

Because of her hard work and academic prowess, Siva’s 
schooling was underwritten by the Indian government. “My 
parents paid what amounts to two American dollars a year,” 
she says. “It was a very competitive school where the best 
and brightest from all over India came to study. It was a 
completely different type of school. I had to work hard.”

Siva graduated at the top of her class, went on to medical 
school and took several different exams to qualify to come 
to America for her internship and residency. “I left my very 
sheltered life and found myself in the middle of a hospital 
in Brooklyn treating AIDS patients,” she says. “It was such a 
culture shock. Many of the patients were verbally abusive. 
We wore the same clothes three or four days in a row before 
we got a break. The work was grueling and thankless, but I 
learned so much.”

When her residency was up, Siva chose to work in 
Bogalusa, an area underserved by healthcare services. Once in 
Bogalusa, Siva met Dr. James Smith. They married and now 
have two beautiful children. 

“I work in a happy and content environment that has 
always put patients first. We make ourselves available even 
for same-day appointments,” says Dr. Smith. Her excitement 
about her Covington practice and the growth in the Slidell 
area is palpable. Ochsner has a beautiful facility in Slidell now 
for their Oncology practice, which has expanded quickly in 
providing quality cancer services. 

“All the hard work to get it together is coming to 
fruition; it’s getting better and better,” Dr. Smith says. 

Sumathi and Ochsner North Shore offer premier cancer 
diagnosis, treatment, education and support services to 
patients and their families at Ochsner Health Center – 

Covington, 1000 Ochsner Blvd. in Covington, 875-2828; and 
at Ochsner Medical Center – North Shore, Medical Office 
Building 2, 105 Medical Center Dr. in Slidell. 639-3777. 

ochsner.org/northshore.

Sumathi Siva Smith, MD
Dr. Sumathi Siva Smith is an Ochsner Hematologist/

Oncologist on the North Shore treating patients at locations in 
both Covington and Slidell. She endears herself to her North 
Shore patients by taking the time to listen to their concerns, 
and she gives them and their loved ones peace of mind. Dr. 
Smith says, “Our practice takes great pride in providing the 
most advanced cancer treatments in the country.” She is well 
supported by her oncology counterparts at Ochsner Main 
Campus in New Orleans, where state-of-the-art transplant 
services are also available. 

While Dr. Smith is providing cancer patients with a high 
level of healthcare locally on the North Shore, her story began 
in an entirely different part of the world in Sri Lanka.  

Growing up in what she admits was a sheltered 
environment in Sri Lanka, Siva spent her childhood as carefree 
as any kid. “I was the youngest child, and nobody expected 
much from me,” she says. “I spent most of my time playing 
and hanging out with my friends.” Then, in 1983, when Siva 
was in the 10th grade, hostile forces burned her family’s home 
to the ground. “In my country, the government provides all 
the school books,” she says. “When my books burned up, there 
was no way to replace them. I was sent to boarding school and 
spent my nights hiding in the dormitory bathroom, studying 
from my friends’ books.”

That act of violence against Siva’s family changed her. 
“From that day forward, I thought, ‘You can burn my books, 
but you can’t stop me!’” she says. “That determination is what 
drove me. Our schools were closed. Fifty thousand of our 
people were massacred. We were left with no food, no clothes, 

I have the great satisfaction 

of doing the right thing for 

my patients every day. I am 

where I belong.

–Sumathi Siva Smith, MD



After 20 years of raising kids, Debbie Hocevar 
discovered she has a knack for wreath making. “I started 
making wreaths for family and friends, and my husband 
encouraged me to open my own shop,” says Debbie. “I 
told him there was only one way I’d do that—if my sister, 
Donna, did it with me.”

The two sisters have always been joined at the hip. That 
didn’t change when they married and had kids. When Debbie’s 
husband surprised her with a quaint cottage along the river in 
Madisonville from which to sell her creations, she convinced 
Donna to quit her 13-year career teaching preschool and take 
the leap of faith. Water Street Wreaths was born.

That idyllic Louisiana cottage now welcomes groups of 
friends for wine and wreath-making parties. Perfect for girls’ 
night out, birthdays, date night, team building—all you do 
is select a theme, bring your own drinks and finger foods, 
and the sisters do the rest. “Customers start out saying 
they’re not crafty, and then amaze themselves,” says Debbie.

“We also have ready-made handcrafted wreaths, and 
we accept custom orders for holidays and special occasion 
décor, such as mailbox and lantern decorations, staircase 
garlands, mantel and table centerpieces, 
door swags, and bridal and second-
line umbrellas. 

“Many customers return 
again and again—they’ve become 
friends,” says Debbie.

Water Street Wreaths is located at 700 Water St.  
in Madisonville. 792-7979.

Tues-Fri, 10am to 5pm; Sat, 10am to 3pm. 
waterstreetwreaths.com. 

Debbie Hocevar 
and Donna Bissel

Jennifer Rice
To see Jennifer Rice astride one of her polo steeds you’d 

never dream there was a time when she was afraid of horses. 
“My husband had race horses when we met,” she says. “I took 
riding lessons to get over my fear, and I was hooked.” 

When they had kids, Jennifer retired as catering 
manager at The Royal Orleans. “I was then a mom and an 
equestrian and pursued both with equal enthusiasm.  I had 
also handled the charity events at The Royal Orleans, and 
my years at home offered me a chance to volunteer with 
many of the local charities.”

Jennifer found her next calling when she and her 
stockbroker husband, Tim, moved to Folsom. “We wanted 
acreage for a polo field and a nice home site,” she says, “but 
there weren’t many agents specializing in rural property. It 
took us three years to find what we wanted. During that time, 
I got my real estate license and have never looked back.” 

Jennifer recently switched her affiliation to Dorian 
Bennett Sotheby’s International Realty, a luxury real estate 
company founded in 1976 by the Sotheby’s Auction House. 
“It’s a unique brand because it concentrates on the quality 
of a property, not the price,” she says. “Sotheby’s will offer 
the northshore the national and international exposure 
it deserves. The quality of life over here is appealing. I’m 
excited to offer others what we’re so happy to have found.”

Dorian Bennett Sotheby’s International Realty is located at 
729 E. Boston St. in Covington. 892-1478. jenniferrice.net.
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relates to the environment and nutrition. What she found 

was that no one was working on the issue that mattered 

so much to her, and that was simply unacceptable. Using 

the northshore Community Foundation as her vehicle for 

change, Jinx created her legacy school gardens initiative 

and partnered with the st. tammany parish school system, 

the lsU ag Center, the Boy scouts and local master 

gardeners to put edible, sustainable gardens in elementary 

schools in st. tammany. she created it, she funded it and 

she sold it, talking about it to everyone she knew and some 

she didn’t. she even went so far that, not too long ago, when 

Jinx had a major life milestone, she challenged her friends 

and family to not give her gifts, but instead invest in her 

legacy gardens Fund so she could leverage their money 

into social change. students and teachers are now tending 

to and harvesting vegetables in our school yards, simply 

because it mattered to Jinx. 

her legacy gardens project is just one of countless 

examples of how Jinx is impacting her world. From 

creating a science-focused summer camp for at-risk and 

underexposed kids to significant donations of money and 

desperately needed supplies to an orphanage in haiti after 

the earthquake, Jinx spends her days changing the world. 

ironically, she uses very non-traditional assets to do just that. 

Whether it’s cash, undeveloped land, stock or other income-

producing properties, through the northshore Community 

Foundation those assets become her fuel for good—and it is 

powerful stuff.

regardless of age, race, wealth or family background, 

women in our country are taking on more and more 

leadership roles in impacting their world. Whether it is a 

local mom organizing the pta or melinda gates directing 

the billions of dollars she and her husband have committed 

to address global health, they are changing the world one 

life at a time. 

and what they all know to be true is that it feels really, 

really good. 

Circle members in south louisiana, giving over $250,000 a 

year; nationally, tiffany Circle members donated more than 

$8 million in 2013 alone. there’s something very powerful 

about women who collectively come together to support 

a mission, and the red Cross is a shining example of 

recognizing that effort. 

Giving in Our Own Backyard 
st. tammany West habitat for humanity has long 

known the value of having women on its team and offers two 

significant ways for women to change the lives of families 

right here at home. each year, “Women Build,” groups 

of women (and the men they bring along) volunteer their 

sweat and muscles to swing hammers, caulk windows, hang 

sheetrock and ultimately build houses for local families 

who are in the habitat pipeline waiting to purchase their 

own home. locally, the program began in 2002 and has 

since constructed 21 homes with the help of thousands 

of volunteers and donors. last year alone, more than 340 

volunteers worked 3,000 hours on three local Women Build 

homes. 

once Women Build became such a successful local 

effort, habitat realized it needed sustaining funding for the 

program, and WatCh (Women accepting the Challenge of 

housing) was born. WatCh is a group of dedicated women 

who have committed $1,000 per year for at least three years 

to ensure Women Build continues to thrive in western st. 

tammany parish. it began in 2009 when the first group of 

women accepted the challenge; since its inception, WatCh 

members have raised more than $220,000. 

Building Her Legacy—One Woman’s Story  
local philanthropist Jinx Vidrine is the consummate 

model of a woman using her own resources creatively to 

spur the change she wants to see in the world. a retired 

educator and constant doer, Jinx doesn’t wait for someone 

else to do what she wants done. When she has an idea that 

can impact a life, a school or an entire community, Jinx has 

no doubt it will happen—she will make sure of it.

in 2010, Jinx looked for a local program she could 

support that was teaching children about 

sustainable gardening, especially as it 


