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Colonel L.E. Willson was a successful business man and staunch advocate of public
education. He was a quiet benefactor to many worthy causes but education of young people was of
particular importance to him. After his death in 1964, an endowment fund directed by his will,
provided for an annual income from his estate to the Sheffield City School System.

Colonel Willson was a native of Waterville, Kansas where he taught school in his early years.
In 1905, he accepted an appointment with the old Isthmus Canal Commission after making the
highest score out of 700 Civil Service applicants. He worked several years as a clerk and accountant
with the Division of Material and Supplies during construction of the Panama Canal. Upon
completion of the work in Panama, he returned to the United States where he engaged in business
with great success. He volunteered for World War I, and returned as a Colonel at the close of the
war. He reentered the business field and was employed with the Pennick Ford Company in New
Orleans, Louisiana. In 1962, he purchased the Tennessee Sand and Gravel Company in Sheffield,
Alabama. He later acquired the Arrow Transportation Company, the largest domiciled barge
company on the Tennessee River.

During his lifetime, Col. Willson remained anonymous while providing the means for
enriching the lives of many students in Sheffield. He financially supported senior trips to New York
and Washington for numerous students. He was responsible for the placing of films and books in
the school libraries on several occasions. At one time, he learned that an outstanding band student
was not financially able to attend college and he not only made it possible for that student to go to
college but established a scholarship fund to enable others to get a college education.

Col. Willson’s deeds had been done in such secrecy that the people of Sheffield were
surprised when, at his death in 1965, his will disclosed that he had left 75 percent of his estate in
personal trust to the Sheffield Board of Education. He also left 25 percent to Waterville Kansas
schools where he had taught as a young man and where his father was a newspaper editor.

Col. Willson’s philosophy was kept in mind in setting forth the purpose of the school which
bears his name. The purpose of L.E. Willson Middle School (now L.E. Willson Elementary School)
was defined as “to guide and direct students toward immediate participation in their social
environment that will result in them being an active participantin a true democratic society.”
Colonel Willson's generous gift to our system will benefit young people for generations to come.



