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The Spring 1983 edition of The American,Scholar
carried a 14 page article by vermont Connect1cut
Royster , Editor Emeritus of the Wall ,street ,Journal,
and Professor of Journalism and Publ1C Affa1rs at the
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.
He offered two propositions:
first, the
educational system has bee~ falling down becau~e ~t was
built on a false philosoph1cal base; second, w1th1n t he
past few years there has been a widespread effort to
re-examine that phil osophical base.
Royster had graduated from public high school in
Raleigh.
His father, apparently dissatisfied, sent h '
to Sawney Webb's school in Bell Buckle, Tennessee where
he absorbed four years of Latin, two of Greek,
calculus, geo etry, English literature and physics fr o
the book.
"You ust know, not almost know," was the
dictum of Sawney ebb.
At Chape l Hill, Royster majored in the classics
and English Literature.
"Indeed I went into
journalism" he wrote, "because of a nodding
acquaintance with Euripides hardly qualified me for
anything else ."
Thomas Huxley once wrote that the most valuable
result of a ll education i s the ability to make yourse lf
do what you have to do, when it ought to be done,
whether you like it or not.
Old Sawney would have
added, "and do it to the best of your ability."
Royster was poking fun at himself and his journalistic
peers.
Royster recalled that when his two daughters were
in pub lic school in westchester county, New York, the

287
elder reported that her English class would rea~ David
Copperfield. Royster was pleased and that even1ng he
picked up her book to renew the pleasure he had felt
years before. He was puzzled. Something wasn't right.
He located his old book. Dickens' language had been
"simplified."
The school principal couldn't understand Royster's
outrage. Many students didn't go on to college and
this way they at least , got the story. Royster insisted
that the original Dickens was even more important to
those not going on to college. The story could be had
from a movie. To let the students believe they had
read Dickens when they hadn't was a form of cheating.
The principal was not impressed.
Later the same school had a young English teacher.
He had a master's degree from DePauw and was working on
his doctorate at Columbia. He knew his subject and was
enthusiastic. He transmitted his enthusiasm to his
students, and they learned. Parents petitioned the
school to keep him as long as he was available. This
was impossible because he had no education degree and,
therefore, he was not qualified to teach under New York
state rules.
The Royster girls transferred to a private school,
and to teachers who weren't qualified to teach in
public schools. They received a good secondary school
education.
Sawney is a Scottish nickname for Alexander.
scottish immigrants Alexander Smith Webb and Cornelia
stanford Webb had named their fifth child, born
November 11th 1842, William Robert Webb. The new baby
was given the nickname by the next youngest, little
Alexander Junior, the rightful owner.
Alexander Junior, in his infant mind, had attached
the word Sawney to the idea of baby. Alexander called
the baby Sawney, and it stuck for a lifetime. Sawney
tri ed, but never could shake it off.
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Home was a North Carolina farm in Person County on
the Virgin ia border 40 miles north of Chapel Hill. The
Webbs named the farm Harmony Hill.
Alexander Senior 's younger brothers urged him to
move west, across the Alleghenies where the land, they
said, was "fat." They said, "If your wife won't agree
to come, pack up everything and start, and leave a
saddled horse hitched at the rack. She'll be sure to
follow."
When little Sawney was three years old, they
indeed did move, but only 40 miles south. Horse and
carriage, oxen and wagon, and horseback, they hauled
all the paraphernalia of a rural self SUfficient
domestic enterprise.
Near Chapel Hill they came to the Oaks community.
They passed Bingham's new farm and academy buildings.
This was The select School of W. J. Bingham and Sons.
They crossed the road to nearby University of North
Carolina in Chapel Hill and came to a modest two story
house at the bottom of a granite littered slope. The
place was called Stony Point.
Alexander and Adeline had brought from scotland a
strong Method ist faith, and a commitment to the
education of their children. They needed a good
school, and Binghams was one of the finest in the
South. The University close by would be there for them
after Binghams.
James, the eldest son, enrolled immediately. The
Webbs took in student boarders. Binghams needed
families of good character to house its students, and
to be jointly responsible for their behavior.
Sawney's father, Alexander, was in a race with
His health was failing, and there was much to be
He pieced together 460 acres. The house was
in~dequate for a growing family.
outbuildings must be
bU1lt, and a two story dormitory, and a kitchen. Two
boarders had joined the family, and three daughters
went to school in Hillsboro.

time.
done.
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Four years after arrival at stony Point, Alexander
Webb died at age 47. Sawney was six and a half. The
widow Adeline was 38 and carrying her twelfth child.
She had a man's job managing a large farm, including
the care, feeding and clothing of 40 human beings of
two races and the housing and feeding of six to eight
boarders. Most food and clothing must come from the
farm.
A very special person in Sawney's young life was
suny (sister Susan), still in her teens.
"My daughter,
teach my children," her father had said to her, and she
did that and more. She taught them, and some of their
children, and the neighbors' children for 40 years.
She opened her little school four months before her
father died at a nickel a day per child.
To little Sawney, Suny was perfection. He watched
her bake bread in "oven pots." The posts rested on hot
coals, with hot coals in the depressed lids. She knew
how to do everything.
She bound the extended family together with
hundreds of letters. Her table manners were perfect.
Little Sawney watched. She sat up straight, and never
touched the back of the seat. She ate lightly, placed
her knife and fork neatly on her plate, and then folder
her napkin neatly.
In addition, Sawney the
schoolmaker, remembered her as the greatest teacher he
ever knew.
In her little school discipline was rigid. seats
were logs split in half, and uncomfortable, especially
if little feet couldn't rest on the floor.
sit still,
don't move your feet, be silent, pay attention!.
Suny knew the limits of little children. When
they became restless, Suny would stop and tell a
wonderful story, or read a beautiful poem. Sawney
'd
" I never saw a boy leave her school that did not
sa1,
have a love of poetry and good English."
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Little girls swept and cleaned, and little boys
would go down the hill to the spring house and fetch a
wooden bucket of water, or bring fire wood.
Sawney remembered standing by his father in the
orchard and watching him plant an apple tree. He never
forgot the earnestness of his father's words. "My son,
I don't expect to live long enough to eat fruit from
this tree, but fix it in your mind and heart, that you
must do something that will be an aid to those that
follow after us and that are here after we are gone."
Is there any better way to describe civilization?
When Sawney's time came, he enrolled at Binghams.
There he would absorb the schoolmakers' arts and the
schoolmakers' trade while he was learning how to learn.
The discipline was severe.
The Greek dictionary was nailed down to the table,
and the definitions were in Latin. Lessons were short,
and had to be learned perfectly, and the switch was
used to stimulate the unprepared. Bingham saw himself
as parental, but firm.
"His theory was that the boy knew," Sawney
recalled, "and when the boy missed when declining a
word, he thrashed him. Bingham wasn't mad. He
thrashed the boy, all the time looking nice and sweet,
like he was doing the nicest job he ever did in his
life. I would watch the old man sitting back and
smiling like he was eating peaches or Georgia
watermelons. I never heard him stand and lecture boys.
That's the only school I ever saw where thirty or forty
boys knew their lessons every day, and never missed."
Old Bingham never believed that a dispassionate
switching was harmful to a growing personality. He
was, however, certain that unrestricted use of pocket
money was, "everywhere, and to all boys injurious and - to many -- ruinous," and he said so in his one page,
16 point circular.
.
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As older brothers went off to college and married,
Sawney's responsibilities at home grew, and he took
charge of the farm.
Along with schooling, he and his brothers tended
their chores on the farm.
"I never heard of work as a
burden, but as a great privilege," Sawney said. At
first he fed the pigs and lambs. Later he learned to
manage the team of oxen. Then he proudly drove the
sunday Wagon, in which the whole family rode to church.
His greatest burden was the do-nothing Sabbath.
He just couldn't stand doing nothing, with so much of
the doer in him. More than once as a child, he failed
to keep the Sabbath, and earned a switching.
Tensions between north and south were mounting.
Tempers were becoming ugly. The question of secession
was still debatable. There were angry arguments,
insults, fights, duels and shootings.
After the firing on Fort Sumter, President Lincoln
wi red Governor William W. Ellis to send two regiments
of North Carolina men to the Federal Army. Asking for
North Carolina men to help subdue the south seemed
outrageous. They were the south.
Sawney, graduated from Binghams and entered the
University of Chapel Hill. What lay ahead of him was a
few months at the university, four years of war, and
five years of reconstruction ••• nine years before he
could get on with his own life.
.
On the day he entered the campus, as he walked in
wl th a load of luggage he saw that he was the smallest
boy in the crowd. The largest was a huge fellow,
heading straight for him.
"Nicholson," the fellow introduced himself, "are
you a member of the church?" "Methodist" replied
Sawney.
"So am I, replied the giant "and we're going
to have a YMCA meeting before daylight." There were
more than a hundred boys at the meeting.
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sawney recalled, "Ed Nicholson put his great
brawny arm around e and I have loved his memory ever
since!"
I t wou1d be a short friendship.
The first
time Confederate soldier Ed Nicholson came within reach
of a Federal battery, his head was blown off.
The spirit of viol ence in the social life at
Chapel Hill dismayed Sawney. For example, studen~s
took turns providing firewood and candles for the~r
rooms
Once two partners couldn't agree as to whose
turn it was. The word "liar" slipped out, a duel
followed.
It was a tie. Both died.
The incident troubled sawneyfor the rest of his
life. "Suppose I had been challenged?" he said.
"I
would have been branded as a coward if I hadn't
accepted ... I thought it out ... I never believed there
was a man who could wheel and fire quicker than I."
That quickness would save Sawney's life in battle. As
a teacher he spoke about the sanctity of human life a nd
referred to dueling as the "field of dishonor."
As a child Sawney had a quick temper and plenty of
spunk. He had fought with brothers, schoolmates, and
slave children.
Fatherless, he and his companions gre· ·
up with the novels of Sir Walter Raleigh and tales of
romance and chivalry, courage and honor, careful
courtesy toward ladies, and also fights and , feuds.
Widow Webb had worried.
"My mother took me on her
knee ~nd told me about some murders ... and about orphans
and w1dows . . , I have never seen the day that I wouldn' t
suffer any lnsults on e that anybody could offer,
rather than take a husband away from his wife."
He said to his boys, "In town, I've seen fifty
fights in an afternoon. One fellow would draw a line
and dare anybody to cross it, and somebody would sure l y
cross it. Fists flew, noses bled." Liquor fueled the
political fire.
Sawney fought the saloons and the
distillers as long as he lived . Toward the end of his
life, he was appointed a vacancy as u.s. senator. ,He
participated in the passage of the volstead Act wh1ch
outlawed liquor.

293

t
grandfather to tell
Once the schoolmaster wro ~a~ght in a lie. The
him that his grandson ~~~_~::~replied in this man~er:
Grandfather, Colonel M
M--------a liar, and l~ved.
"No man has ever called ant Thursday afternoon on the
I'll be in Bell BUckle ~~~ this"
4:30 train and we'll se
e
.
. t
reply in this manner:
sawney sent off an immed1a e

K--------,

"Dear Colonel
a confederate soldier for four Y7 ars during
~h~~~ time I got tired of figh~ing: S1nce then I
have employed a man to do my f1ght1ng for me. ~e
will be at the station when you get off ~he t:a~n
next Thursday afternoon. You can recogn1z 7 h~m by
his blue uniform, his brass buttons, and h1s
club."
Colonel

M--------

did ' not arrive.

In April, four student companies were drilling for
war. students were leaving at the rate of eight a day.
Sawney volunteered. He was 18, and weighed 108 pounds.
He joined the Confederate infantry.
War was literally blood, toil, tears, and sweat.
Bi tter cold and suffocating heat, hunger, bone crushing
fatigue, and sickness, and death. He was wounded
twice, and returned to duty twice.
While recuperating he was able to find work
teaching, and help put his younger brothers through
school.
In the last weeks of the war Sawney's unit was
captured and sent to prison near New York City.
Confederate prisoners were being released as they
pl edged allegiance to the Union. Sawney held out. He
fe lt that it would be treason to defect, until the last
Confederate General surrendered.
Sawney arrived ' home in mid summer with only his
long unwashed uniform. His mother and s i sters sent him
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to bed and took the fil thy uniform and boiled it. His
sisters took s traw out of the straw stack and platted
him a hat.
"It wa s well done, too." he said. He took
his unifo rm coat to a sewing lady, and had her take it
apart and r e verse i t and turn the stained side inside.
The o ld s outh was gone, the economy was in
shamb l es a nd so wa s society. However, all of the
family h a d survive d the war.
Be f o r e the schoo lmaker would embark on his life's
great adv e nture, there would be five years of work to
mainta i n a nd defend the farm, to complete his
educat ion, to earn s ome money teaching and help his
younger brothe rs through school and college.
Hi s wartime employe r , James S. Horner, offered a
half time t e aching job at $60.00 a month, plUS board.
Sawney discovered h e was enjoying teaching and the
progress o f his stude n ts.
To a boy who seemed
defeated, in his school work he would say, "Wilbur, I a m
going to g ive you just one task.
I want you to learn
the first rul e in Bing h am's Latin grammar, the subject
of a f i n ite v e rb in the nominative case.
It will keep
you of f t h e foot of the class." Then it would be the
second ru l e, t hen the t hi rd. One small step at a time ,
until he had ma ste r e d the art of scholarship.
The "foot o f the cl ass" referred to a classroom
game called "trapp i ng." The teacher would ask a
question of the first boy .
If he missed, the teacher
said "next," and "next" and "next" in rapid fire, until
a boy got it right.
The n it was, "Trap him!" and that
boy would move up a h ead of the first boy that missed.
Then another question a nd so on. A boy who reached the
head of the class and he l d it f or a day would receive a
"distinction" and sta r t a ga i n at the foot, and try to
rise again at the foot , a n d try to rise again to
another "distinction." Thi s competition brought great
and often noisy exciteme nt and applause.
Sawney woul d cling t o o n e of Horner's express
principles of educat i on:
"The popular and mercenary
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system of dispensing with all studies which cannot be
turned to a practical lucrative account is, in our
opinion, one of the principal causes of that narrow
mindedness. infidelity. and fanaticism, which have
brought upon our country so many calamities."
North Carolina had become lawless.
ttl dare not go
away from home unarmed," wrote Sawney.
"I was the only
protector of my mother and two sisters. A bunch of
robbers came up to my mother'S home. They had gone to
other homes and robbed them and burned them.
I told
them that the first man that put his foot in that gate
would be a dead man and they knew it."
He refused to wear the white robe and the white
mask.
"I woundn't join them because they went out in
disguise.
I despised the Boston Tea Party in my very
soul.
I told the Klan that if they would go about
their work of restoring order in the daytime and
without disguise, I would work with them and stand the
consequences, even if it were a penitentiary sentence,
but 1 would not go about at night in disguise."
In 1869, Sawney decided at last it was time to
cross the Alleghenies.
Sawney and his younger brother, John, had decided
that one day they would join forces and have their own
school. John was the intellectual star. He was a
superb classical scholar and a natural teacher. He
would head up the academic side. Sawney would operate
their school,

and teach as well.

sawney went on a scouting trip. He collected
contacts and recommendations and boarded a train. He
visited with school boards in Alabama, Mississippi

mostly mid-Tennessee.

and

'

The 130 pounder, his wounded shoulder carrying a
dangling right arm, and barely looking his 27 years,
failed to impress.
He heard of The University of CUlleoka, 50 miles
south of Nashville. He appeared before the Board of
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'd
tty au are
Trustees. A farmer, a huge brawny man sa1,'
too young to take charge of our boys ~nd g~rls, so I
shall vote against you." Sawney rep11ed, "I have two
purposes in life; one is to get married, ~nd the other
is to get a school. To get a school, it 1S to my ,
interest to look old in experience; ,and to get a g1rl,
it is to my interest to look young ~n appeara~ce. So
Mr. Taylor, I have put on my young looks, hop1ng . y ou"
would give me a school, so that I could get marr1ed.

Claiborne Taylor softened, "If that's the case, I
am going to vote for you."
Taylor proceeded to test Sawney on cubes,
capacities of corn cribs of different dimensions.
"You
are the first teacher I ever examined who gave me the
correct answers.
I can work anything in figures," he
said.
Sawney challenged his inquisitor with a calculus
problem.
If a rabbit is 100 yards north of a dog and
starts running east, and the dog chases him, always
heading toward the rabbit, and catches him when the
rabbit has run 100 yards, how far has the dog run?
Sawney was amazed to watch the unschooled farmer
improvise a method similar to calculus and come very
near the solution. Sawney and Claiborne Taylor became
lifelong friends.
Sawney got the job. The schoolhouse was a damp,
gloomy church basement. The student body of the
"University" ranged from fully grown young men to
youngsters just learning their ABC's. He taught
Virgil, ovid, Caesar, beginner math, and everything
else.
On the first day there was a clash of wills. He
called on the highest class to recite on physics before
the noon dinner. The students said that the class
would recite after dinner. It was a standoff for a
while. Threats were issued. In the end, Sawney won.
The four girls in the class in Caesar had their
own way of reciting. It was translation, but no
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grammar. They told him that that was the way to do it.
He didn't contradict them. He just put them back to
beginners, and introduced them to Binghams' Latin
Grammar. Soon grammar was the way to do it.
He allowed the students not reciting to move about
quietly. Students could study outdoors .•. unheard of in
1870. Also, he aimed to have a college preparatory
school. These things upset the community.
A meeting of parents and trustees was called. He
must change his ways forthwith. A scornful trustee,
Mayor Jones, announced, "We expect to raise only
cornfield hands." Sawney resigned.
"Before I would
imprison innocent children, I would quit the profession
of teaching. I would rather make my living plowing on
a steep rocky hillside with a blind mule."
The board decided to give him further time.
fall it was Webb's school.

By

In January of 1871 the new term had 40 new pupils.
1872 opened with full enrollment.
One spring evening he went for a walk in the
woods. When he returned an hour and half later, the
students were gone. A student had broken out with
pock-like sores. Fear of smallpox emptied the school.
A newspaper referred to the epidemic as variloid or a
mild smallpox: Nobody would co~e near. Sawney, who
had be~n vac~1nate~, took care of the boy himself. He
took h1s pat1ent f1shing, other fishermen moved away
and they had all the best places to themselves.
'
By the end of the term the school was full again
In Januar~ 187~, the school had an enrollment of 103 ..
Sawney wrIte hIS younger brother, John to come quickly
and become assistant principal.
'
On April 2~, W~llia~ Robert Webb (sawney) and Emma
Clary were marr1ed 1n Un1onville, Tennessee .
. After Commencement in May, the couple took the
tra1n to North Carolina to visit family. The same
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month a plague struck Tennessee. It was cholera. They
were the only passengers on the train back to
Nashville. They walked ten blocks and saw not on human
being.
647 people had died in Nashville. Another
lonesome train brought them back to Kulleoka.
By early August the plague was weakening and the
sick were beginning to recover. The school opened, but
boarders were not returning. Financial panic broke
out. Yellow fever broke out in Memphis and south.
Four free schools had opened in the area. It was a
gloomy time.
In January of 1874 boarders were arriving, and by
early February the student body had reached almost 80
and new boys were beginning to arrive.
A first child arrived and proud father Sawney
became irrepressible. He would take his baby son out
of the crib to show him off to any friend who came
near.
"All babies are hideous," said a bachelor
preacher, who then glanced at the expression on the
faces of Emma and sawney and quickly said, "your baby
is less hideous than any baby I have seen in some
time."
In 1876 both John and Sawney were offered
positions in the new Vanderbilt University in
Nashville. The offer stirred the community to build a
new school building.
In August Sawney went to Louisville, Ky., to speak
before the National Education Association. On his
early morning arrival he headed for the NEA meeting at
Leiderkrantz Hall. He was the only man there when a
stranger arrived and asked for directions to a
sCho~lbook publishing house.
The stranger from Indian
terr~tory had t:ouble understanding the directions, so
Sawn~y walked h~m to the place, a mile away.
On
part~ng, he handed the man a school circular.
He would
hear from the man again.
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In his speech, he stressed the distinction between
preparatory school or high school and the colleges and
universities ..• the one for boys and the other for men.
The one-man power is the ost objectionable of all
modes of government, but in the case of the schools,
the teacher's authority is delegated by tbe , pa:ent, and
he stands in the place of a parent, , hence h 7s , 1S
necessarily a family government , wh~ch by d~V1ne
appointment is a mona:chy. For ~is ~~ilY government,
the number of pupils 1S necessar1ly l1m1ted.
The colleges and univers ities are composed of men
and governed on principles that underlie the government
of a well regulated state.
Sawney never faltered in his conviction that a
school should be like a home.
In 1877, as his own family grew, sawney invested
in land. He borrowed at ten percent. He recalled, "I
owed a thousand dollars, due one day, and when the day
arrived I couldn't see any way to meet it."
The school had acquired some foreign students; one
Mexican, one Chinese, and two Choctaw Indians.
He was hoeing beans when the Chinese student named
Thomas Kelley ran up and said there were an Indian
Chief and a tribe of Indians at the gate. There were
twenty-three Choctaw youths and a chief named
McCurtain. sawney arranged to enroll 8, to fill one
boarding house. He received $225 in greenbacks per
student; $1,800.00, the biggest single tuition payment
he had ever received.
A letter of introduction presented by Chief
McCurtain explained why he had come to Sawney' s school
The ~etter was written by the same man from Indi an
•
Ter r~tory whom Sawney had guided in Louisville .
Long
after the webb brothers moved from Kulleoka the
Choctaw nation continued to go to school to'th em.
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A big problem in Kulleoka was alcohol. som7 .
people were selling it to students. One thanksg1v1ng
holiday, some boys took a bottle of liquor out in the
woods and drank on the sly. Sawney became aware of
the t~ansgress ion. The next morning, the subject of
Sawney's chapel talk was, "Your sins Will Find You
Out." He pulled out the stops while brother John
watched all faces.
Afterwards John handed Sawney a
list of names.
Interrogation and expulsion followed.
Sawney joined in battle to invoke a liquor law and
dry up the village. He made enemies, dangerous
.
enemies. He was waylaid and beaten. On one occas~on
his students rescued him from a possible fatal beating.
In fall of 1885 Sawney was negotiating with the
town of Bell Buckle to move his school there. During
Christmastime exuberance , a mob raided his campus in
the middle of a fireworks celebration.
In May 1886 at commencement time Sawney announced
his intention to leave Kulleoka and go to Bell Buckle.
The Webbs became residents of the railroad village
where a country doctor had once cured Sawney of
"incurable" tapeworm. 20 years after the civil War
ended, the Webb schoo l found its permanent home and a
good local doctor.
A Mr. A. G. Fugitt donated 6 acres and Bell Buckle
citizens raised $12,00 0.00. Webb spent $8,000.00 on
books and $400.00 for a library building. The new
schoolhouse cost only $2 , 200.00.
Old Sawney is my subject because I believe that
the story of Old Sawney the man, his character his
school, his methods, and his convictions are r~levant
to the best in education at any time. And most
fundamentally, relevant to the nature of growing,
teenage boys.
John Tigert, College President, academic leader
and long time u.s. Co issioner of Education, who had
gone to school to Sawney, spoke of his old teacher.
"I
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would venture to assert that h e had a finer perception
of boys and their nature than anyone else I have known,
with the possible exception of Mark TWain."
sawney possessed an uncanny instinctive
understanding of boys not only in general but
specifically each boy. He knew each boy and knew him
well. The boy in Old sawney remained alive, alert, fun
loving, active, curious, aggress ive, contentious,
stubborn, creative, persever ing.
He was always a man of action.
Perhaps that boy
in him was his genius in dea ling with the boys in his
care.
In his gospel was a gospel "do." There was one
exception, "My son, never do anything on the sly."
Most school men today eschew any parental role.
For Old Sawney, there was never any doubt that the well
being, the character, the intellectual development and
success of each of the boys in his care was precisely
his business.
"If I pick up a book about a man's life, and it
tells nothing about his boyhood , I lay it as ide," said
sawney. The schoolmaker was profoundly interested and
involved with the way boys became men.
sawney had little use for schools run on what he

ca~led the industrial model.
He predicted their
fa1lure ~ong before they became the prevailing reality

of our tl.me.
He warned the National Education Foundation:
"To crowd g~eat multitudes of children together,
and t~ regu1r~ of them that perfect order which is
descrl.be~ by l.ts advoc ates by the term clockwork
and regu1re of them to sit at their desks when'
they can do better work under a tree; to exact of
~I~~y~n~ a~lthe sam 7 t~ me t h e same motions is not
aml. y. nor l.S l.t natu ral nor d
't
to develop powers of the
'
!
,oes ]. tend
rather than reduce to
m1nd wh~ch d1stinguish
a contempt1ble dead level."
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He stubbornly resisted the trends in big
education, the inflexible standards, the institutional
behaviors, the one-size-fits-all formulas.
In Sawney's school, a boy was free to burn the
midnight oil, to sit under a tree on a fair day, to
roam the countryside if he wished. His studies were
his responsibility. He chose when and where to
prepare. He was expected to have done his work when he
arrived in class.
Old Sawney was unorthodox by today's standards.
He talked to his boys and inspired them. He sought
personal confrontation. He encouraged and shamed.
When physically challenged by a big boy, he fought, and
won.
He praised and renounced. He heckled, scared,
whipped (on the hand). He laughed and made them laugh.
He nudged, teased, and surprised. He pushed and
begged, and at times bored. He made them want to
learn. He said he ran his school on wit and wisdom.
Once a boy complained to sawney that Latin was
just too hard. Sawney arched him down to the book
store and got a McGuffey's Third Reader, led him back
to school and seated him on the platform and said,
"There, you can study something you already know." On
the second day the boy begged off.
Before the end of the term that boy, studying
under an old beach tree, suddenly leaped up, ran to Old
Sawney's house, and rang the bell. "Mr. Webb, I just
had to come and tell you. Now that confounded stuff
makes sense!"
Sawney believed that a student body should not
grow beyond the size that would permit every teacher
and other key employees to know each boy very well.
He wanted them, upon a chance encounter with a
student, to know when a pat on the back was in order or
a word of understandi ng, an admonition, a cheerful
word, a sharp question, or whatever. But say something
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that matters. Be there. Some boys by nature, Sawney
knew, are looking for misch ief.
If not watched they
can get into such serious trouble, they would have to
be fired. However, watchful eyes and , careful attention
could bring such a boy through to success.
An old boy, Undersecretary of State, Norman Davis
and Woodrow Wilson enroute home from the Peace
Conference were chatting. Davis was reminiscing about
his old school's classical emphasis. Wilson asked
where he went to school. Davis said he doubted that
Wilson had ever heard of it, and told him that it was
the Webb School, in Bell Buckle, Tennessee.
Wilson's reply in substance , I not only know about
it, when I was president of Princeton, I considered it
the best preparatory school in the country.
I went
down there and spent a week with Sawney and Johnnie
Webb. They were two most remarkable men, and so very
different.
Here's a story about Old John, superb scholar and
master teaCher:
Once he took sick at Christmas time. There were
He sent word that the
sen1~rs should do what they could.
The seniors
unanlmously agreed that in addition to their Latin and
German, they would finish the last four books of
Xenophons Anabasis in Greek, of cou~
jus~ four teachers and 230 boys.

After 4 weeks he returned and

the class.

began at the head of

"Ed Baird, how much of the Xenophon have you
read?"
"Finished the fourth book, sir."
"What's that you say?"
"Finished the fourth book, sir."
"Ed Bullock?"
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"Finished the fourth book, sir."
The same answer from all 24 seniors.
"We'll see," said Old John.
.
John tested them on every construction every
1rre~lar verb, eve~ difficult passage, ev~ry possible
quest1~n, every poss1ble interpretation.
They missed
noon d1nner. They were still at it at 4:00 P.M.

The boys had studied, pooled their knowledge and
drilled each other for the four weeks. At last old
Johnny sat silent for a moment, gazed at twenty-four
proud faces.
His eyes grew wet, he took out his
handkerchief and blew his nose. After a long silence
he finally spoke. "That's the most beautiful gift I
have ever received. We shall begin the Iliad
tomorrow."
On his deathbed Old Sawney dictated to son will
his last message to all his living sons in the spirit:
"Give my boys my love and tell them to lead a
large life. A large life is no mere piffle, but one
that makes the world better because you have lived. If
the world is better because of you, you are a wonderful
success. If it is worse because of you, you are a
miserable failure. When you come to the end, you will
find that the only things that are worth-while are
character and the help you've given to other people.
The first step in the development of character is
loyalty and obedience to your parents, your teacher,
and to God. And don't forget, don't do anything you
have to hide."

