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I had not met Toni before this interview, but so many of her IWF colleagues spoke 
highly of her and encouraged me to connect with her.  When I interviewed Barbara 
Creed for this series, I learned that Toni was an important mentor and role model for 
her when she joined Pillsbury.  In talking with Toni, I sensed how much she enjoyed 
this mentoring role and still does even though she is semi-retired.  It is Toni’s joy of 
helping others, her insatiable curiosity and her in-depth preparation that have made 
her a valuable part of the Pillsbury Winthrop Shaw Pittman’s history, legacy and 
success.  There is still much to learn from her experiences as the first woman in several 
legal arenas.  I am eager to continue our conversation, as I know I will benefit from 
her perspective and insight about San Francisco women leaders then and now.  I 
encourage you to connect with Toni as well after you read her story.  Toni, thank you 
for leading the way and opening doors for so many other women in your 
profession.  Also, congratulations on your recent recognition from San Francisco 
Village as a recipient of their Founders’ Award for Transforming Lives & Community. 
 
When did you join Women’s Forum West and what was your position at that time? 
 
 
I joined Women’s Forum West in 1978 when I was a 
Partner at Pillsbury, Madison & Sutro.    The first 
meetings were held at lunch and were primarily social 
gatherings with other women in prominent positions in 
the Bay area.  I remember the early discussions about 
remaining as an informal social group or becoming a 
formal structured organization.  There was concern 
among some that the group might lose its ambience if it 
became more structured.  Many of us were the first 
women and often the only women in our respective 
organizations, and we were very busy with our careers 
with limited time for outside activities. 
 
 
What were the circumstances that prompted you to become one of the founding 
members? 
 
Attending events was an opportunity to get together with other prominent professional 
women to both socialize and network.  Our professions were male dominated so it was 
refreshing and stimulating to meet and interact with other women from similar 
environments.  That’s why being a part of Women’s Forum was important to me. 
 



What was the most challenging aspect of your career at the time you joined and how 
did the organization provide support to help you deal with this? 
 
When I was hired I was the only woman attorney in the firm and was also the first woman 
partner.  When I had started practicing law in New York City on Wall Street, there were 
few, if any, women attorneys in large corporate law firms.  Early on, I experienced the 
challenges of being the lone woman so it was refreshing and eye opening to relax with 
interesting women in WFW who had similar challenges.   All of us had our hands full 
working long and hard to be successful in our high-powered male dominated careers: 
WFW provided us a much needed break from these work pressures. 
 
One of my goals at Pillsbury was to do outstanding work so that other women would be 
given an opportunity to join the firm.  Plus, I wanted to help change the culture so it 
would be more welcoming to women.   I had the opportunity to mentor several other 
Pillsbury attorneys including WFW founding member Barbara Creed, who had a 
successful and lengthy career at Pillsbury and was instrumental in formalizing WFW.  I 
also learned a lot from those I mentored, who kept me more in touch with the views of a 
younger generation.    
 
What was the major benefit of membership when you joined WFW?  What do you 
see as the major membership benefit now? 
 
At the time I joined, men had their “clubs” where they networked and interacted with 
other members, friends and clients.  It was a familiar and comfortable venue for 
them.  Women did not have that so WFW membership provided something similar: 
networking with interesting women engaged in their professions, a sounding board for a 
variety of perspectives, and an opportunity to discuss common issues and problems in a 
relaxed environment.  While today there are many more women in management and the 
professions, membership still provides all of the value of the early days plus opportunities 
to connect with international women leaders, develop global friendships and gain a 
broader perspective locally, nationally and internationally. 
 
How were you involved with the merger of Professional Women’s Alliance into 
WFW? 
 
Due to my work demands, I was not involved with the merger.  There were many 
dedicated women working on this merger, including Barbara Creed, then a partner at 
Pillsbury.  I truly admire all those early leaders who helped create the framework for our 
present day IWF. 
 
It’s been 25 + years since IWF started. Do you think it’s easier now for women in 
your field to advance to the top leadership roles?  Why or why not?  
 
In the early days, there were fewer women in prominent positions, but in some ways there 
were more opportunities for those few to be appointed to positions of power by forward-
looking organizations.  While I do feel that the legal profession has done better than 



some others in hiring women professionals, male entrenchment at the management level 
still makes advancing a challenge.   Another aspect is that in professional partnerships 
like law firms, one gains recognition by practicing one’s profession and there is less 
pressure to rise through management.  In more hierarchical organizations, like 
corporations and government, that’s less true. Nevertheless, I’m very proud of IWF 
members, Marina Park and Mary Cranston, outstanding lawyers, who rose to the 
positions of Managing Partner and Chair of Pillsbury. 
 
What do you see as the current challenges/barriers to women’s advancement to the 
top of their field? 
 
One of the major challenges is networking with male colleagues.   People tend to cluster 
based on familiarity and typically connect with those “like them.”  Often when a woman 
enters an organization, she is perceived as an outsider; she is not part of the male 
colleague’s “comfort zone.”  This makes it more difficult to get mentors and to be 
considered “promotable.”  This is especially true in organizations with men entrenched 
in the top positions.  I also observed male colleagues’ fear of working with associates 
from unfamiliar backgrounds.  Unfortunately these associates were often unconsciously 
considered “cultural strangers” which resulted in less access to networking and 
mentoring.   
 
I was very fortunate to have male mentors, and not surprisingly, these men were often 
fathers of daughters.  Their daughters provided them a unique perspective on female 
leadership and made them be more comfortable advising women and helping them 
advance. 
 
What are you most proud of in your career and your most significant contribution 
to your profession? 
 
I was the first woman partner on Pillsbury’s Executive Committee, an elected position 
which indicated trust and support from my male colleagues who supported me for this 
key position.   I am especially proud of helping change the firm’s culture by getting more 
women into our firm and helping them succeed.  Mentoring was important to my success 
and I made sure that I provided that to the many men and women who came to 
Pillsbury.  On a professional level, I was also able to make significant changes in the tax 
laws of several countries and make a major contribution to the never-ending problem of 
how to fairly apportion and allocate the income of multinational corporations among the 
various jurisdictions where they do business.  
 
What was the best advice you got as you climbed the ladder to success?  Is it still 
relevant for aspiring women leaders today?  
 
While it took me a while to internalize this advice, I believe it’s so important for women 
to SPEAK UP and make sure their voices/ideas are heard.  I was very shy so it was a 
challenge for me to do this; therefore, I had to work really hard to project my soft 
voice.   Fortunately I didn’t shy away from the tough cases and speaking opportunities 



even though I was terrified.   I took these on to gain confidence and it became easier over 
time.  Related to this is another piece of advice: offer an opinion and weigh in even if you 
don’t have 100% of the information….women tend to keep quiet unless they are totally 
sure of their information.   This silence reinforces their invisibility. 
 
Are you currently retired and if so, was it a challenge to make that transition? What 
helped you successfully navigate retirement? 
 
I have retired as a Pillsbury Partner, but I am still actively involved with the firm and 
legal issues.  I still have an office in the City and enjoy mentoring and running a social 
justice foundation that supports direct legal services.  Plus my husband and I oversee the 
Toni Rembe and Arthur Rock Center for Corporate Governance at Stanford University.  I 
am still involved in numerous organizations but I am slowly pulling back.  I am ready for 
more leisure time to enjoy theater, reading and satisfying my curiosity on a variety of 
topics. 
 
What current programs are of most interest to you and how would you like to be 
involved with IWF today? 
 
I like the fact that IWF has women from various disciplines, including the arts, 
government, business, science and the law.   I think we have many knowledgeable 
members that we can tap for our programs.  Right now I’m especially interested in 
behavioral psychology, neurology, education and international politics. 
 
How do you define success? 
 
Success is enjoying what you do, doing it well and leaving the world a better place no 
matter what you do.   Success is also being comfortable in your own skin. 
   
Final thoughts:  I am so impressed with the number of outstanding women in IWF and 
the networking opportunities that are available. 
 


