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Paul Harris: The Visionary Founder of Rotary

(Born: 19 April 1868)

The story of Rotary begins with the vision, determination, and idealism of one remarkable individual—Paul Harris. Born on 19
April 1868 in Racine, Wisconsin, USA, Paul Harris went on to create one of the world’s most respected service organizations,
built on the enduring principle of “Service Above Self.” His life and work continue to inspire millions of Rotarians across the
globe.

Early Life and Education - Paul Percy Harris had a modest and somewhat challenging childhood. After the separation of his
parents, he was raised by his grandparents in Vermont. His grandfather, a strong and principled individual, deeply influenced
young Paul’s character, instilling in him values of honesty, discipline, and service.

Harris pursued higher education with determination, studying at several institutions before earning his law degree. His early
years were marked by extensive travel across the United States, during which he worked various jobs and experienced diverse
communities. These experiences broadened his outlook and helped him understand the importance of fellowship and human
connection.

The Birth of Rotary - In 1896, Paul Harris settled in Chicago and established his law practice. At that time, Chicago was a rapidly
growing city, bustling with commerce but lacking a sense of personal connection among professionals. Harris longed for the
warmth and camaraderie he had experienced in smaller towns.

Driven by this desire, on 23 February 1905, Paul Harris gathered three acquaintances—Gustavus Loehr, Silvester Schiele, and
Hiram Shorey—for a meeting that would change history. This small gathering marked the birth of the first Rotary Club of
Chicago. The name “Rotary” was derived from the practice of rotating meetings among members’ offices.What began as a
simple idea of friendship and networking soon evolved into a powerful movement focused on service, ethics, and community
development.

Growth of Rotary and Its Ideals - Under Paul Harris’s leadership, Rotary expanded rapidly beyond Chicago. By 1910, Rotary had
become a national organization in the United States, and soon after, it spread internationally, becoming Rotary
International.Paul Harris envisioned Rotary as more than just a professional association. He emphasized the importance of
ethical standards in business and professions, fellowship among diverse individuals, and a shared commitment to serving
humanity.His philosophy laid the foundation for Rotary’s guiding principles, including: e Service Above Self e High ethical
standards in personal and professional life e Promotion of goodwill and peace

Contributions and Global Impact - Paul Harris’s vision transformed Rotary into a global force for good. Today, Rotary operatesin
over 200 countries and geographical areas, with millions of members working together to address some of the world’s most
pressing challenges.

Rotary’s initiatives—such as promoting education, supporting healthcare, providing clean water, and fostering peace—are
rooted in Harris’s belief that collective action can bring meaningful change.One of Rotary’s most notable contributions is its
leadership in the fight against polio. Although this initiative began long after Harris’s time, it reflects his enduring vision of a
better, healthier world achieved through unity and service.The Legacy of Paul HarrisPaul Harris passed away on 27 January
1947, but his legacy lives on in every Rotary club and every act of service performed by Rotarians worldwide. His birthday, 19
April, is an occasion for Rotarians to reflect on his vision and renew their commitment to service.Harris was not just an
organizer—he was a dreamer who believed in the power of ordinary individuals coming together for a greater cause. His life
teaches us that meaningful change begins with a simple idea, strengthened by dedication and shared purpose.

Inspiration for Today - In today’s fast-paced and often fragmented world, Paul Harris’s ideals remain more relevant than ever.
Rotary continues to unite people across cultures, professions, and nations, fostering friendship and service.

As we celebrate the birth anniversary of Paul Harris, we are reminded that each Rotarian carries forward his vision. Every
project, every initiative, and every helping hand is a tribute to the man who believed that service can transform lives and build a
better world.
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