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Rotarians John Piper
and Gayla Johnson
lead the group’s mission

Service
Above Self

Finding
Your Patriot
That Revolutionary War 
ancestor might be hiding 
in plain sight
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advance world understanding remains the 
North Star.

For Midlothian’s Rotary chapter, the 
club’s motto, “Service Above Self,” isn’t 
just a phrase. It’s a weekly commitment — 
from supporting local Scouting programs 
and youth leadership camps to providing 
student scholarships.

One of the most visible signs of the club’s 
presence is the Old Glory Flag Program 
through which Rotary and its volunteer 
partners set up some 1,600 American flags 
at participating homes and businesses 
during seven holidays: Memorial Day, 
Flag Day, Juneteenth, July 4th, Labor Day, 
Patriots Day and Veterans Day. For $50 a 
year, residents have a flag placed in their 
yard, with proceeds directly supporting 
Rotary’s local and international missions.

The club also addresses immediate 
human needs through partnerships with 
Manna House and the Meals on Wheels 
program. Members aren’t just gathering 
for a meeting every Tuesday. They are 
delivering food and a friendly face to 
neighbors in need.

As the club looks toward the future, 

Tuesdays at noon, the clinking of silverware 
at Jalapeño’s Lemon Pepper restaurant blends 
with the exchange of ideas between business 
leaders, retirees and community advocates. 
This is the Midlothian Rotary Club — a local 
chapter of a global movement that has 
been redefining the meaning of fellowship 
and service for more than a century.

The story of Rotary began in 1905, when 
attorney Paul P. Harris convened a small group 
of professionals in Chicago. His vision was 
simple: to create a space where people 
of diverse backgrounds could exchange 
ideas and build lifelong friendships. 
The name “Rotary” was born from the 
group’s early practice of rotating their 
weekly meetings among the offices of 
each member.

The organization has grown into 
a global powerhouse with three 
defining traits: they are problem-
solvers, leaders and neighbors. 
While the organization has 
evolved — most notably in 
1989 when it opened its doors 
to women — its mission to 
provide service to others, 
promote integrity and 

— By Angel Morris



it prepares to welcome Gayla 
Johnson as its next president. 
Having joined the club in 2024, 
Gayla represents the modern 
face of Rotary — emphasizing 
inclusivity and empowerment of 
the next generation.

“My favorite part of participation 
in Rotary is the fellowship and 
knowledge given at each meeting,” 
Gayla said. “But I also love seeing 
the joy on the faces as we deliver 
their meal through Rotary’s Meals 
on Wheels program.”

A retired bookkeeper and co-
pastor, Gayla brings a heart for 
missionary work — having served 
on American Indian Reservations in 
New Mexico — to her leadership 
role. When she isn’t praying 
for the growth and fairness of 
Midlothian, she can be found at 
the bowling alley, the gun range 
or in her kitchen. For Gayla, Rotary 
is more than a civic organization. 
“Midlothian Rotary Club is not just 
a club,” she noted, “we are family.”
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also make an impression on 
students … for every speaker, 
a signed book is donated to a 
Midlothian elementary school. And 
when a member passes away, the 
club honors them with a dedicated 
bench and plaque in a city park.

Whether it’s discussing AI, 
hearing from the Midlothian 
Marshalls, or learning from city 
officials, Tuesday meetings are a 
hub of information and inspiration. 
“Anyone is welcome to attend. The 
friendships and projects are the 
best part. You meet lifetime friends 
around the world,” John promised.

For those in Midlothian looking 
to make a difference, the message 
from the club is clear: There is 
a seat at the table, a flag to be 
planted and a neighbor waiting for 
a meal. In the Midlothian Rotary 
Club, service is not just a duty — it 
is a way of life.

Editor’s Note: Learn more about 
the flags on display around town 
this month at www.flagmapper.
com/Midlothianrotary.

Passing the gavel to Gayla 
is John Piper, whose life has been 
synonymous with Rotary since 
1984. A licensed pharmacist who 
served Texas for 52 years, John 
originally joined a club in Lancaster 
to integrate into the community. 
Since then, he has served as 
president of the Lancaster club 
(1993) and the Midlothian club 
twice (2012 and 2025-2026).

John’s commitment is evidenced 
by his status as a Paul Harris Society 
member and a Level 1 Major Donor. 
He has seen the organization 
weather massive changes, including 
the shift to allow women and 
the relaxation of attendance 
requirements post-COVID.

John’s fondest memory serves 
as a testament to the global Rotary 
network. “The year I was president 
in Lancaster, a big tornado hit, 
destroying part of the town,” he 
recalled. “We immediately started 
receiving donations from Rotary 
clubs across the nation to help us 
rebuild. It was amazing to see.”

The Midlothian club’s efforts 

feed into the broader Rotary 
Foundation, a world-class charity 
rated 4 stars by Charity Navigator. 
With 88 percent of donations 
going directly to programs, the 
foundation tackles everything 
from literacy and economic 
development to water sanitation 
and peacebuilding.

The flagship mission remains 
the eradication of polio. In 1979, 
Rotary began an ambitious project 
to immunize 6 million children in 
the Philippines. Today, with help 
from the Bill & Melinda Gates 
Foundation, polio remains endemic 
in only two countries: Afghanistan 
and Pakistan.

Back at home, the club focuses 
heavily on local youth. It sponsors 
students for the Rotary Youth 
Leadership Award camp, where 
high schoolers learn leadership 
skills to make a difference in their 
communities. Rotary also hosts a 
speech contest, showcasing the 
debate and ethical reasoning skills 
of local high school students.

The club’s weekly guest speakers 
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Two hundred and fifty years ago, 
ordinary people across the 13 
colonies made the extraordinary 
choice to declare independence 
and create a new nation, and many 
of their descendants are still here. 
As Americans mark this milestone, 
millions are quietly wondering the 
same thing: Was my family part of it?

The good news is that this is one of the most 
answerable questions in genealogy. Here’s how to  
find out.

Before opening any database, write out everything 
you know about your family, and talk to older relatives. 
Family stories aren’t evidence, but they are excellent 
starting points. “Great-grandma always said we 
had someone at Valley Forge” is absolutely worth 
following up on.

From there, build a documented chain from yourself 
back through each generation. Every link needs a 
record to support it — birth certificates and marriage 
licenses for recent generations, then census records, 
church registers, wills and land deeds as you push 
back into the 1800s and 1700s. FamilySearch.org is 
free and a great first stop. Your local library may also 
provide free access to Ancestry.com and Fold3.

Here’s something many people don’t know: You 
don’t need a soldier in the family to qualify as a 
Revolutionary War descendant. Both the Daughters 
of the American Revolution (DAR) and Sons of the 
American Revolution (SAR) recognize a broad range of 
qualifying service, including civil service roles, signing 
loyalty oaths, paying special war taxes and providing 
material support to the cause. Far more Americans 
have qualifying ancestors than they realize.

Two federal record collections are your most 
powerful tools. Compiled Military Service Records 
(CMSRs) are searchable for free on FamilySearch 
and document roughly 80,000 individual soldiers 
from muster and pay rolls. But the real treasure is 



the Revolutionary War Pension 
Files, available on Fold3 and 
Ancestry.com. Veterans applying 
for pensions decades after the 
war had to prove their service, 
so they wrote detailed narratives 
describing battles, naming 
comrades and often listing wives 
and children. A single pension 
file can answer years’ worth of 
genealogical questions.

Also check the DAR Ancestor 
Database at dar.org and the 
SAR Patriot Research System at 
sar.org before you do anything 
else. A relative may have already 
proven part of your lineage, and 
an approved post-1985 DAR 
application can count as proof for 
the generations it covers.

The standard for proving 
ancestry is higher than just finding 
a promising name. You need 
evidence of the parent-child 
relationship at each generation, 
not just evidence that someone 
existed. Keep copies of every 
document, and note exactly where 
you found it. Family tradition, no 
matter how vivid, is not accepted 
as proof by lineage societies. The 
records have to do the talking.

Somewhere in the pension files 
and muster rolls, in old wills and 
church registers, your family’s 
chapter in this country’s founding 
may be waiting. All it takes is 
curiosity, patience and a willingness 
to follow the evidence wherever it 
leads. Happy hunting!

Resources:
1. Daughters of the American 
Revolution. “Using the 
Genealogical Research System 
(GRS).” dar.org/research.
2. National Society Sons of the 
American Revolution. “Apply in 4 
Easy Steps.” sar.org/how-to-apply.
3. FamilySearch Wiki. 
“Revolutionary War Pension 
Records and Bounty Land 
Warrants.” familysearch.org.
4. Fold3. “Revolutionary War 
Pension Files.” blog.fold3.com.
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