
Educational Work at Whitefield's

Orphan School in Georgia

by David R. Poole, Jr.

When dealing with educational activity in the Colonial
South, many historians of education, e.g. Cubberly, Cremin, and
Knight, have supported a thesis which holds educational activity
to have been rilore or less strictly confined to those segments of
society which were set apart by wealth, power, or both. This
thesis further holds that educational activity and its benefits
were only indirectly and incidentally enjoyed by the children of
those elements of society who were financially unable to engage
private tutors or have their children educated in the many fine
private academies of the day.

E. W. Knight, in his work Public Education in the South,
asserts that no unique educational contributions are to be seen
as coming from the Colonial South- and further that the
educational activity in the region during the period was virtually
identical to that of the northern colonies, which was a trans- .
position of the educational practices of England.!

A most interesting rebuttal to these arguments is seen in
the establishment and operation of an educational academy,
intended to serve all segments of society, in colonial Georgia by
the Reverend George Whitefield.

When Whitefield arrived in Savannah in May of 1738, the
colony was in no way on sound footing or in prosperous cir
cumstances. Georgia was faced with serious difficulties both
externally and internally. The Spanish forces based at St.
Augustine in Florida were constantly threatening her security
from both land and sea, and Spanish privateers were seriously
hampering trade between the colony and England. To add to
these difficulties, the economic situation within the colony was
at an all time low. Little progress was being made in agricultural
pursuits, and commerce was at a point of near disaster. Many
persons were leaving the colony for the more prosperous town of
Charleston in South Carolina, and those who remained were
engaged in incessant bickering and squabbles with the English
trustees. Many were living on credit, and poverty was the rule
rather than the exception. In a setting such as this, it is not

1. (Boston: Ginn and Company, 1922), passim.
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2. While the specifics of the orphan school were of Whitefield's design,;, the
idea had been proposed to him by his friend Charles Wesley, as Whitefield
states in his Full Account of the Life and Dealings of God with the Rev. George
Whitefield (London: 1747), p. 73. E. W. Knight, in his A Documentary History
ofEducation in the South Before 1860 (Chapel Hill: Univ. of N. C. Press, 1949),
attributes the plan to John Wesley, which is an obvious error.

3. Thomas Gamble, Jr., Bethesda (Savannah: Morning News Print, 1902),
p. 16.

4. Whitefield, An Account of Money Received and Disbu7'sed for the
Orphan House in Georgia (London: W. Strahan, 1741), p. 1.

5. "Journal of the Earl of Egmont," The Colonial Records of the State of
Georgia, compo Allen D. Candler (Atlanta: C. P. Byrd, 1914), V, 86.

6. Ibid., p. 84.

difficult to realize that neglect of educational activity. par
ticularly for orphans and the children of the poor, would be
prevalent.

It was George Whitefield's design to remedy this
educational neglect and at the same time make significant
contributions to the economic well-being of the colony by
establishing and operating an orphan school near the town of
Savannah.

The conditions in the colony upon his arrival caused him to
lay aside any doubts that he might have had concerning the
advisability of his plan.2 He wrote that lithe poor Little ones
were tabbed out here and there, and besides the hurt they
received by bad example, forgot at home what they learned at
school. Others were at hard service and likely to have no
education at all. Upon seeing this I thought I could not better
show my regard to God and my country than by getting a house
and land for those children where they might learn to labor. read
and write and at the same time be brought up in the nurture and
admonition of the Lord."3

Originally Whitefield's intentions were to take in only
twenty children, but seeing the magnitude of the need. he
modified this plan to include a larger number. 4 Thus he
proceeded to request permission of the English trustees to
collect contributions in America and England for the establish
ment of the orphan school and for a grant of five hundred acres
of land for its support. Permission to collect money was granted
by the trustees on December 17, 1738.5 Whitefield then began a
rigourous campaign of travels to collect money for the project.
leaving James Habersham, who had accompanied Whitefield
from England to serve as schoolmaster,6 in charge of
proceedings in Savannah. Whitefield made preaching tours as
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188 METHODIST HISTORY

far north as Boston to collect funds and while in Philadelphia
acquainted Benjamin Franklin with his plan for the orphan
house. In his autobiography, while speaking of the poor con
ditions in Georgia, Franklin says of Whitefield, "the sight of
their miserable condition inspired the benevolent heart of Mr.
Whitefield with the idea of building an orphan house there in
which they might be supported and educated."7 Franklin ap
proved of Whitefield's design but believed that the orphan
school should be built in Philadelphia and that the orphans from
Georgia should be brought to it. None the less, Franklin did
make a sizable contribution to the project.8 _

In January of 1739 a house in Savannah was rented and
Whitefield began to take in orphans. Besides the orphans, others
in town seem to have availed themselves of the educational
opportunities to be had at the orphan house, as is indicated by
Whitefield's statement that "a great many also of the town's
children came to school gratis and many poor people that could
not maintain their children, upon application, had leave given
them to send their little ones for a month or two or more as they
could spare them."9 On Wednesday, May 2,1739, at the common
council meeting of the trustees in London, a letter from
Whitefield was read which informed them that he had already
collected upwards of five hundred pounds for the orphan house
project and formally requested a grant of five hundred acres of
land in trust for the use of the orphan house with the privilege of
naming who should succeed him in its control.10 After some
controversy with regard to the terms of the grant and
Whitefield's refusal to continue with the project unless the grant
be made on his terms,l1 which included complete freedom of
control over the orphan house and the right to will the land to
whomever he chose, the grant was officially made on May 30,
1739,12 after a personal appearance by Whitefield before the
council. Whitefield further declined to accept a salary as com
pensation for his management of the orphan house.l3

After securing the grant from the trustees, Whitefield

in
tb
W
fil
fa

bt
co
co
lal
w,
na
m(
em

· of
ec(
wh
th~

fiCl

tru
fro:
pro
onl:
ChI
buii
out]
set1
pro]

· ,
· orpl

opel
side
am
chil(
resu

7. The Autobiography and Other Writings, ed. L. Jesse Lemisch (New --
York: New American Library, 1961), p. 117. 1

8. Ibid. 1
9. Whitefield, Full Account, p. 75. 1
10. Candler, II, 271. 1
11. Ibid., V, 162. 1
12. Ibid., II, 274. items
13. Ibid., II, 273. per n
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- fl

r III
il, ,
I

;
\ '
i .'
! i

EDUCATIONAL WORK 189

Li

, I

\; instructed James Habersham to immediately take possession of
;: the five hundred acres in his name, which he did. Upon
i' Whitefield's return to Savannah from England, plans were
./ finalized, and in March of 1740 the construction of the permanent
" facility was begun. 14

:' Whitefield's school was the largest and most expensive
building project yet begun in Georgia. The school compound
consisted of four framed houses, the main house, which was
constructed of both frame and brick and contained sixteen very
large rooms; a large stable, and a cart house. In addition there
was a well constructed road leading from the school to Savan
nah, twelve miles away. The project required well over six
months, with more than one hundred craftsmen and laborers
employed and a financial outlay of over four thousand pounds, all
of which Whitefield received from private contributions.15 The
economic boost provided the colony by this project at a time

: I when conditions were exceedingly bad can be viewed as one of
1.

1

':1' the main factors which enabled Georgia to overcome' its dif
I, ficulties and prosper as a colony. Whitefield, in a letter to the

trustees, makes the point that the majority of the migration
from the colony was halted due to the employment opportunities
provided by the building of the orphan school.16 However, not
only Savannah was aided economically by the project.
Charleston reaped benefits from supplying bricks 17 and other
building supplies, and many craftsmen were employed from
outlying areas, such as Ebenezer, where the Saltzburghers had
settled.18 Even the Spanish gained economically from the
project since more than once a ship loaded with material for the
orphan school was captured by Spanish privateers.

It was Whitefield's intent that the orphan school would be
open to all who chose to attend, regardless of economic con
siderations or class distinctions. As a result, the school achieved
a most varied cross sectional enrollment. Orphans and popr
children, however, were Whitefield's foremost concern and as a
result were not only accepted at the school but actively sought

14. Ibid., V, 533.
15. Ibid.
16. Ibid., V, 291.

i 17. Whitefield, Account of Money, p. 3.
\

r : 18. Candler, III, 429. Whitefield lists bricks as one of the most expensive
. i

,'! items, at 40 s. sterling per 1000. Common laborers he computes at 25 s. sterling.1
1; I per month p us board.
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out both in Georgia and the surrounding areas.l9 In September
of 1740 the school had in residence sixty-one orphans and other
poor children.20 One of Whitefield's letters to the trustees in
London, dated May 7,1740, informs them that he had been in the
southern part of the province "to fetch all the orphans he could
meet with," and further that he intended to take in orphans up
to the age of fourteen or fifteen. 21 Nationality seems to have in
no way been a consideration for acceptance to the school. In
1741, of the forty-nine poor and orphan children mentioned as
being in residence at the school, twenty-three were English, ten ~

Scottish, four Dutch, five French, and seven American.22 th
As a condition placed on Whitefield by the trustees for his Ie

rather free hand in taking charge of the colony's orphan in
population, it was required that once a year the magistrates of th
Savannah visit the school and report to the trustees the con- th
ditions therein. This report was to contain the number of or- i PI
phans, their employment and improvement, the care taken of st
them, and the results of an inspection of the management of the

i Sa
schoo1.23 This condition appears to have become a point of , of
contention between Whitefield and the trustees. In 1742 th,
Whitefield, in a letter to the trustees, complained that the town th
magistrates claimed power to remove orphans from the school ! or
on various grounds and thereby caused discipline problems
within the schoo1.24 He asked the trustees to instruct the va

thlmagistrates to let the school alone and defended his
management of the school by stating that "the orphan house will
certainly be an addition to the colony and the children educated
therein I trust will be the glory of the society to which they
belong. They are bred up to industry as well as other things and
taught to fear God and honor the King."25 \Vhitefield's request,
however, seems not to have been acted on, and as a result the
magistrates continued to maintain some degree of control over ;'
the orphans in Whitefield's charge. "

Besides orphans and poor children, many others were at
various times in attendance at the orphan school. In June of 1742 I Wh
Mr. Christopher Orton, a minister in Savannah who was '

19. Ibid., XXIII, 239.
20. Ibid., V, 398.
21. Ibid., II, 323-24.
22. Whitefield, Account of Money, p. 2.
23. Candler, XXIII, 392-93.
24. Ibid., p. 360.
25. Ibid., p. 394.
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engaged in a theological doctrinal dispute with Whitefield and
his followers, wrote the trustees that many people of the area,
because of the lack of a schoolmaster, were forced to send their
children to be taught at the orphan house, even though they
disagreed with the Methodist teachers, and that even though
many of the children "suffered in their manners by the mistaken
doctrines of the teachers," the parents were willing to endure
this "in order for their children to be taught."26

A letter dated January 1, 1742, from James Habersham to
Whitefield, implies that students whose parents could pay for
their education were also being accepted to the school. In this
letter he wrote that "others who were put here for their learn
ing, are returned to their parents, who have handsomely paid
the house for their education."27 In addition, Whitefield tells us
that boarding students were taken in from Frederica and
Purisburg.28 James Habersham's wife Becky is listed as a
student, along with Betty Woodroffe, whose father was a
Savannah merchant.29 Also specifically named is the daughter
of a Mr. William Seward.30 In a diary entry for March 28, 1740,
the trustees' representative, Colonel William Stephens, noted
that the orphan house was serving to instruct others besides
orphans.31 Perhaps an even more noteworthy reference to the
various ·social and economic classes of children being taught at
the orphan school comes from a letter to the English archbishop,
in which Whitefield allows that Negro children belonging to the
school were being instructed during their free time by various
students acting as tutors.32 In 1769 two additional wings were
added to the school to accommodate more students for what was
to be "a suitable academy for opulent students" who were to be
instructed by masters sent from England.33 Thus by this date

26. Ibid., p. 229. <

27. Whitefield, A Select Collection of Letters of the Late Rev. Geo'>rge
Whitefield (London: Edward and Charles Dilly, 1772), III, 447.

28. Whitefield, FuU Account, p. 78.
29. Letter from James Habersham to George Whitefield Dated March 2,

1744 (London, J. Lewis), pp. 5-16.
30. Candler, V, 358.
31. Ibid., IV, 543.
32. Whitefield, Select Collection, III, 478. It was primarily through

Whitefield's efforts that slaves, which were originally forbidden in Georgia,
~'I were first brought to the colony to be used at the orphan school, as is attested
~,- Ii.i to by a letter from John Bolzius to Whitefield dated in 1749. See Candler,
J I XXIV, 434-35.
;! 33. Gamble, pp. 45-46.
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192 METHODIST HISTORY

the orphan school was serving virtually every section of society,
from slave children to children of the most prosperous persons in
the colony.

Quite contrary to the much criticized educational practices
in England in that day, Whitefield believed that an educational
academy should incorporate both practical and academic activity
in its curriculum. It was his design, in addition to academic
training, to have each of the children taught a trade so as to
allow him to become self-sufficient. 34 As a result of this
pedagogical position, plus the 0 bvious practical considerations of
maintaining the school,' all students learned and practiced
various trades while at the school. In order to accomplish this
the school employed craftsmen who, besides performing their
trades, instructed the students. In his journal Whitefield noted
that a woman was hired to teach the girls spinning and carding
of cotton,35 and other craftsmen mentioned as being employed
by the school included a bricklayer, a carpenter, a surgeon, a
weaver, and a tailor. 36 All girls who were capable were taught
domestic trades and sewing.37 Even an apothecary was included
on the campus38 and students were instructed in its procedures.
In addition to their teaching duties, even the school masters
were required to be engaged in some other work at the school.39

In his account of his life, Whitefield expressed his particular
affinity for the vocational aspects of the school when he said, "I
had the pleasure the other day of seeing three boys work at the
house in which they were bred, one of them out of his time as a
journeyman and the others serving under their master ."40

By 1741 the vocational training carried on at the school had
rendered it virtually self-sufficient,41 .and its students were
significantly contributing to the economic well-being of the
colony.

To balance the vocational and academic aspects of education
at the orphan school, the day was divided equally between the
two. In writing to the trustees, Whitefield stated that the

34. Ibid., p. 21.
35. George Whitefield's Journals 1797-1741 (1741; rpt. Gainesville, Fla.:

Scholars Facsimiles and Reprints, 1969), p. 393.
36. Whitefield, Account of Money, p. 1.
37. Ibid., p. 2.
38. Ibid., p. 20.
39. Letter from James Habersham, pp. 5-16.
40. Whitefield, FuU Account, p. 79.
41. Gamble, p. 29.
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42. Candler, V, 320.
43. Whitefield, Select CoUection, III, 447.
44. Whitefield, Journa~ p. 431.
45. Ibid.
46. Whitefield, FuU Account, p. 78.
47. Candler, V, 84.
48. Gamble, p. 20.
49. Candler, V, 511.
50. Ibid., IV supp., 59.
51. Whitefield, Select CoUection, III, 447.
52. Whitefield, FuU Account, p. 78.

children attended school for four or five hours a day with the
rest of the time being devoted to learning occupations.42

By 1742 the educational staff of the school included two
schoolmasters for the boys and two schoolmistresses for the
girls.43 Between 1739 and 1770 various schoolmasters and
teachers seem to have been employed by the orphan house for
varying lengths of time. Whitefield, in his journal dealing with
the period 1737-1741, stated that "there are severallJlasters set
over the children who watch them both in and after school
hours,"44 and that in 1741 he had brought schoolmistresses from
England. 45 In another account, Whitefield mentions that "a
valuable young man from New England is my schoolmaster,"
and that in the fall he proposes to bring a northern teacher to
teach the "languages."46 Various records mention by name Mrs.
James Habersham,47 a John Merriam~48 a Mr. Jonathon
Barber,49 and a Mr. Peryam50 as being schoolmasters and
teachers at the school at various times.

Habersham in one of his letters allowed some insight into
the daily workings of the school, which he described as follows:
every morning the bell rang at sunrise. When the children arose,
they sang a short hymn and prayed by themselves; then they
went down and washed and attended public worship. Next they
breakfasted and afterwards some went to their trades and
others to school. At noon they dined together, then returned to
school. On Sunday the children were kept at reading during the
time that they were not attending public services.51

The academic curriculum at the orphan school seems to
have included, besides the usual reading and writing, instruction
in Latin and Greek, even in the earlier years of the school's
operation.52 As mathematics were necessary for many of the
trades taught at the school, it must also be assumed that it was
likewise included in the curriculum. Whitefield further tells us
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194 METHODIST HISTORY

that those students who "appeared to be sanctified and had a
natural capacity" were taught in those areas which would fit
them for entering the ministry,"53 Le., theology, Greek, Latin,
Hebrew, and Biblical studies.

In the winter of 1746-47, a "Latin-school" had been opened
at the orphan house,54 and in 1768, after problems with a plan to
turn the school into a college, a public academy was added, and
with it came even more formalized curriculum. 55 With
Whitefield's will was found a document which outlined the rules
for the proposed college and listed the following courses as those
which would be taught: Latin, History of Georgia, the Con
stitution of England, the History of Greece and Rome, Kimber's
History ofEngland, Paplin's History of England, and Divinity.56 1

Also found with the will was a list of subjects for speeches
to be given at the orphan house which would receive annual
prizes. These were as follows:
1). On Dec. 27, The Founder's Birthday - an oration on the
mercy of God, in preparing Habitations and places of Education
for poor orphans. By an orphan.
2). Another on Our Lord's Nativity - by an orphan.
3). On the anniversary, March 25 - orations on the benefit of
erecting, founding and contributing towards seminaries of sound
learning and religious education. On the benefit of an union
between Great Britain and her colonies. The Rise and Progress
of the Colony of Georgia. The Rise and Progress and commerce
and Religion in the other American colonies - by an orphan or
student.
4). On the 5th of November - an oration on the glorious
Revolution and the infinite Mercy of God in delivering Great
Britain from Popish Tyranny and arbitrary power - by an
orphan or student.
6). On Whitsunday - an oration on the descent of the Holy
Spirit upon the apostles - orphan or student.57

By mid 1770 the academy was in operation and had adopted
for it curriculum, under the direction of Mr. James Habersham,
much of the course of study intended for the college before Mr.

53. Whitefield, Account of Money, p. 1.
54. Gamble, p. 42.
55. Whitefield, Select Collection, III, 478. In 1764 the Georgia General

Assembly approved a plan by Whitefield to turn the school into a college.
56. Whitefield, Select CoUection, p. 499.
57. Ibid., p. 500.
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Whitefield's death.58 Thus, by 1771 the orphan school was
providing to orphans, the children of the poor, and those who
could afford to pay for education, a curriculum not exceeded by
even some of the most exclusive academies in America.

Bethesda, as Whitefield called the school, seems to have
been an outstanding example of American colonial educational

I activity, as it was influenced and shaped by the Great
Awakening and its reforming thrust. It did not confine its ac
tivities to anyone class, but rather served virtually all segments
of society. It successfully combined academic and vocational

i education and by so doing significantly aided in the economic
improvement of life in the colony. With tliese factors taken into
account, it seems not unreasonable to consider Bethesda as
perhaps one of the most important educational ventures in

i Georgia's educational and religious history.
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58. Ibid., pp. 503-06.
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