
Chapter One 

The Grand Tour 

 
“Those who would question the present should investigate the past.   

Those who do not understand what is to come should look at what had gone before.” 

-The Guanzi, 5
th

 to 1
st
 century BC 

 
From a very young age, I have had an insatiable interest to learn about the world around 

me.  Fortunately, this is something I still possess in my golden years.  My favorite pastime is to 

burn the midnight oil doing research and reading books on science, history, and psychology.  But 

I don’t consider myself to be a know-it-all.  Every day offers new learning experiences.  Quite 

often, I learn as much from my students as they learn from me.   

The knowledge gleaned from first-hand experiences and the research I do in the wee 

hours of the morning is frequently incorporated into the lessons I teach.  Because of my many 

interests, a fellow professor once dubbed me a ‘Renaissance man’.  She told me that I tend to 

view the world a little differently than my contemporaries.  If you were to ask my students, many 

would say that I am certainly not a traditional teacher.   

One particular summer, I decided to create a unit on aeronautics to teach my high school 

physics class the coming school year.  In doing my research, I was able to take a road trip to 

Woodbridge, Virginia.  It was here that I had the pleasure to meet and talk with a young enlisted 

man by the name of Jason Gillespie.  Gillespie was crew chief on one of the Coast Guard 

helicopters used in the movie, The Guardian.  The trip to Virginia was well worth the time and 

expense.  He was able to broaden my knowledge of aviation and lend a perspective on the 

mission of the Coast Guard that I never had before. 

The following school year started without a hitch.  Just before Christmas break, my 

physics class finished the unit on aeronautics that I had prepared.  A couple of weeks after school 

resumed, one of the students interrupted my lecture.  He candidly said,  



“Mr. McDaniel, you’re eccentric.  But in a good way.”   

A hush came over the classroom.  The eyes of the rest of the students were fixed on me.  

They sat motionless and waited to see how I would react.  Even I was a little taken back by the 

comment.  But I was not offended.  What the student said actually intrigued me.  This boy was 

an above-average student never known to cause class disruptions or berate his teachers. 

“What do you mean?” I asked out of curiosity. 

“You knew that I was going to the Engineering Open House last night, didn’t you?”   

“Yes, I remember,” I replied. 

All right, I admit it.  I told a white lie to buy time to think.  My wife calls me an ‘absent-

minded’ professor.  Without her and the secretaries in my life, I would be lost.  As the 

conversation progressed, I recalled that the young man had told me a week earlier that he wanted 

to attend West Virginia University when he graduated in the spring.  His desire was to major in 

aerospace engineering.  It just so happened that the Aerospace Engineering Department at the 

university was going to host an open house.  The boy told me that he was planning to go. 

“I was the only one there without a parent,” said the student. 

“I’m sorry,” I replied.  “If you could have let me know, I would have met you there.” 

“That’s O.K.  You know?  I’ve always thought you were a little crazy.  You had us 

building airplanes out of Styrofoam meat trays.  Then we flew them in a wind tunnel built out of 

a cardboard box, a fan and plastic shelving.” 

“My supply budget isn’t the greatest,” was my apologetic response.  “But I think we 

managed quite well.”   

I spared telling the boy that I spent nearly a thousand dollars out of my own pocket each 

year on teaching and laboratory supplies.  My salary was meager as a beginning teacher in West 



Virginia.  In fact, it was just a little more than what the federal government considered to be 

working poor.  My students were also ignorant of the fact that I worked part time as an X-ray 

Technologist.  Without this additional income, my family would have struggled financially. 

“One of the professors gave us a tour of the facility and talked to us about aeronautics,” 

continued the young man.  “He must have noticed that some of us were confused.  The professor 

asked us to raise our hand if we understood what he was talking about.  Mr. McDaniel, I was the 

only one who raised his hand.  I actually knew what the professor was talking about.  You know, 

I don’t always understand why you teach the way you do.  But you make it fun.  I’ve learned 

there’s a method to your madness.” 

That evening, I sat and thought about this student and the college tour he took.  My mind 

drifted back some three hundred years when boys were sent by their middle- and upper-class 

families on a tour of their own.  This journey came to be called, the ‘Grand Tour’.  But it was not 

taken to scout out college opportunities.  It was believed that these young ‘tourists’ would 

improve their knowledge and character by experiencing the world.   

Led by a knowledgeable tutor called a Cicerone, the boys explored Europe.  They learned 

about the foundation of Western civilization.  This included studies in classical antiquity and the 

Renaissance.  The boys also perfected their foreign language skills as they traveled about making 

connections with others.   

Once their Grand Tour was finished, these young men became what we might describe 

today as ‘citizens of the world’.  This tradition still exists and is taken by many young men and 

women each year.  With the advent of the internet, exposure to classical antiquities and the 

Renaissance is now available to all children without leaving the comfort of their homes or 

classrooms.   



The Grand Tour illustrates one particular golden nugget of wisdom.  Each one of us is a 

‘teacher’.  No matter our age or vocation, we impact the lives of everyone around us.  But for a 

child, every moment is a teachable moment.  If you play any role in the care or education of 

children, you work in one of the most noble of professions.  Some ancient peoples might have 

called this the ‘training of warriors.’  To William J. Bennett, secretary of education from 1985 to 

1988, that profession is the “architecture of souls”. 

Teaching is something I have always been very passionate about.  And I will freely 

confess that I have been known to go to extremes when it comes to teaching my students.  It 

mattered little to me if the lesson was strictly academic or if it was about an important moral 

virtue.  Whenever possible, I urge my students to study hard and learn as much as they can.  

Most of all, I urge them to have fun while doing so.  Fun and learning make good bed partners.   

Many great men have had special places where they would retreat to think and reflect on 

the nature of things.  Albert Einstein had his thinking chair.  Leonardo walked in the woodlands 

outside his hometown of Vinci, Italy.  Henry David Thoreau had a rather rustic cabin in the 

woods.  Mark Twain would spend his summers with his sister in Elmira, New York.  Once there, 

he would sequester himself in a hut built on her property. It was actually in this hut that Mark 

Twain wrote his classic, The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. 

I don’t consider myself to be on the same plane as these accomplished men.  But there is 

a special place where I like to think and reflect on the nature of things.  If she needs me, my wife 

knows she can often find me sitting in my old truck parked outside our local Star Bucks 

establishment sipping on a cup of coffee.  Sitting now in my old truck writing this first chapter, 

my thoughts are on the compliment that young man paid me years ago.   



Being a little eccentric is not really such a bad thing.  History has proven that eccentricity 

can provide the impetus to help us see things from a different perspective.  Sometimes, looking 

at things from a different vantage point can dramatically change our lives.  

I recall a story about a wealthy and beautiful but eccentric young lady who decided to 

dance nude in public one warm evening in medieval London, England.  Of course, as one could 

well imagine, this drew much attention from the city folk there.  Many crowded onto London 

Bridge to gain a better vantage point.  In fact, so many took to the bridge to see the spectacle that 

the weight capacity of the bridge was exceeded.  The bridge collapsed.   

At that time in Western European history, traveling minstrels reported the news of the 

day.  The collapse of London Bridge did not escape their attention.  This ‘breaking news’ was 

put into poetic verse and the minstrels traveled from village to village singing what we now 

consider to be a cherished children’s nursery rhyme. 

Not every teacher is eccentric.  But each teacher, however, has a unique and passionate 

way he or she thinks of the world.  Every teacher, therefore, has a unique approach to the subject 

he or she teaches.  There were many in ancient Athens, like Aristophanes, who thought that 

Socrates was an eccentric and crazy old man.  His philosophy departed from accepted Athenian 

educational tradition.  To Socrates, life was something to be examined.  He once stated, as 

recorded by one of his students named Plato, 

“The unexamined life is not worth living.” 

Socrates believed that life was worthless unless a person reflected on who they were, 

where they came from, what they stood for, and what they could become.  He also realized that 

young people had to be prepared for life-long learning.  Chance does favor the prepared mind.   



By asking questions, Socrates taught his students by leading them through discussions.  It 

was through these discussions that Socrates guided many young men to reason out the true 

nature of things by seeing them from a different perspective.  He wanted them to concentrate on 

the improvement of their selves and broaden their thinking to the world outside Athens.  As 

recorded by Plutarch in his Of Banishment, Socrates said,  

“I am not an Athenian or a Greek, but a citizen of the world.”   

Many Athenians were not that accommodating.  They accused Socrates of corrupting 

their young people because he taught them how to think for themselves.  As exemplified by 

Socrates, an eccentric teacher is one who does not conform to what is customary teaching 

practice.  Found guilty on trumped up charges, the philosopher sacrificed his life instead of 

compromising his philosophical beliefs.  But his legacy didn’t perish with him.  Athenians 

slowly became more enlightened.  As they did so, Athens entered its own ‘Age of Reason.’ 

I don’t often make time to watch television.  Of the few shows I do make time to watch is 

House, M.D.  The seasonal episodes of this television series can even be found in my video 

library.  This is a medical drama whose main character is Dr. Gregory House (played by the 

superb British actor Hugh Laurie).  House is an eccentric, drug-addicted physician who heads a 

team of diagnosticians in a fictitious New Jersey hospital.  In each episode, the team works 

together to look for an unusual medical diagnosis. 

What drew my attention to the show was the role that House plays.  His personal 

struggles and human weaknesses aside, House strives to diagnose patients by examining their 

respective personal characteristics and discerning their secrets and lies.  This requires him to 

have a firm grasp of the human condition and sometimes draw from what he knows about the 

nature of mankind. 



The House, M.D. television series brilliantly illustrates two important points.  The first 

point is that medicine is actually a blend of science and art.  It is a science because it is based on 

extensive research into the structure and function of the human body.  The practice of medicine 

is also an art because it depends on how well the physician can apply this knowledge in caring 

for his patients.   

Like medicine, education is also a blend of science and art.  It is based on extensive 

research on how the brain learns taking into consideration the abilities and needs of the learner.  

Education is also an art because it depends on how well the teacher can apply this knowledge in 

teaching a new generation of children. 

There is a second but sometimes more elusive point that the television show makes.  The 

physician must not be averse to consulting the pages of history in plying his trade.  History can 

do more than shed light on a patient’s malady.  It can also offer up viable remedies.  Like the 

physician, an educator should not shy away from looking to the past in order to improve his or 

her teaching practice. 

Most students and student-athletes perform admirably.  But I always seemed to be faced 

with a fair percentage of academic underachievers who floundered in my classroom.  What 

troubled me even more was that my college education did little to adequately prepare me to reach 

and teach these students.  Nor did my training enable me to deal effectively with their disruptive 

behaviors.   

Imagine my dismay as I helplessly watched bright and intelligent students drop out late in 

their high school careers.  I also looked on with disappointment as some student-athletes, who 

possessed an innate athletic ability, performed less than their true potential.  This was extremely 

perplexing to me.  After all, the Greek philosopher Aristotle once wrote, 



“All men by nature desire to know.” 

Sitting in my recliner one evening, I pondered how a diagnostician like House might 

approach issues like academic underachievement and subpar athletic performance.  Surely, all 

children begin life with a desire to know and grow.  Might the pages of history explain why they 

exist?  More importantly, could a study of history shed some light on how these problems could 

be remedied?   

Professor Mac’s 

Observation of Nature #1 

“All children, by nature, desire to know [and grow].” 

 

My father was somewhat of a maverick in the Air Force and worked much of his career 

in headquarters sections.  He retired as a Chief Master Sergeant after twenty-one years of 

service.  Dad was always willing to give me and my brother his sage advice.  One of the 

admonitions he gave us was to never complain about anything unless we had a viable solution to 

offer.  Following his advice, I ventured on what has now been an over ten year quest to learn 

how the ancients taught their children.  After all, the ancients did create what we call the 

teaching profession.   

Early in my research, I discovered a philosophy that was observed by many ancient 

peoples.  These people groups included the Greeks, Romans, Celts, Japanese, Chinese and the 

Native American Indians, among others.  I call this philosophy the ‘Heroic Ideal’.  Although the 

Heroic Ideal was tweaked to fit each respective culture, it was the same philosophy none-the-

less.  In ancient Greece, this philosophy was taught to all students.  Then they were expected to 

apply it to their lives.  Not even the son of King Philip of Macedonia was exempt. 



King Philip wanted the best teacher for his son.  What father wouldn’t?  So he sent for 

Aristotle, the most renowned teacher of that time.  This was a task the philosopher readily 

accepted.  So in 338 BC, Aristotle made the three hundred mile journey to Pella.  This was the 

ancient capitol of Macedonia in what is now Turkey.  Within the walls of the Royal Palace, 

Aristotle taught the crown prince a myriad of subjects.  Among these was the Heroic Ideal.   

When Philip was assassinated, the young prince assumed the throne.  Living out what he 

had been taught, this prince now king, went on to conquer most of the known world of his day.  

The Greeks called him Magnos Alexandros.  We know him as Alexander the Great.   

The Heroic Ideal also governed the training of warriors for life on the battlefield.  It was 

these same warriors who gathered every four years at the foot of Mount Olympus to compete in 

the original Olympic Games.  This philosophy played an important role in society as well.  At 

that time, many Greeks read and memorized Homer’s Odyssey.  Many of the characters in this 

book were ones that exemplified the Heroic Ideal.  It is said that a copy of the Odyssey could 

always be found on Alexander’s bed stand during his conquests. 

What was so special about the Heroic Ideal?  To the ancients, one was not called a ‘hero’ 

by performing what we might today consider a heroic deed.  Hero status was something that 

anyone could achieve.  A ‘hero’ was someone who conducted their life so that it set a positive 

example for others to follow.  Our children are no different from those of elder times.  They need 

to be prepared mind, body and spirit to handle the myriad of problems they are sure to encounter 

in the course of their lives.  Children also need positive role models. 

Applying the Heroic Ideal can be of great benefit in the classroom as teachers work to 

develop the character as well as the book knowledge of their students.  It can also be 

advantageous for parents and coaches as well.  After all, the parent is a child’s first teacher and 



the playing field is considered an extension of the classroom.  If used in the workplace, the 

Heroic Ideal can positively impact job satisfaction and employee productivity by the 

encouragement of a success-minded mentality. 

Peering into history can offer solutions in reversing underachievement and improving the 

academic careers of students.  It can also provide methods to enhance the athletic prowess of 

student-athletes.  Peer-reviewed modern research frequently lends credence to ancient teaching 

practices.  Our ancient ancestors even recommended that we not shy away from searching the 

past.  One text, called The Guanzi, was written by the Chinese philosopher Guan Zhong in the 

seventh century BC.  It was edited later by the Han Dynasty scholar Liu Xiang.  A passage 

within it reads,  

“Those who would question the present should investigate the past.  Those who do not 

understand what is to come should look at what had gone before.” 

Professor Mac’s 

Observation of Nature #2 

“Those who would question the present should investigate the past.  Thos who do not 

understand what is to come should look at what had gone before.” 

The Guanzi 

 

There have been others, much greater than I, who have also looked to history to solve 

problems in science, society, business, and education.  One of these great men was Charles the 

Great.  Also known as Charlemagne, he is considered by many to be the ‘Father of Europe.’  

Upon assuming the throne, the emperor embarked on a number of conquests and internal reforms 

that came to define the Western medieval world.   



Before the rise of Charlemagne, the dark age of Western Europe was marked by rampant 

ignorance and superstition.  Few could read or write.  Education was considered a worthless 

endeavor.  The Catholic Church was the repository of learning at the time.   

Unfortunately, the Church loosely believed that most of its subjects didn’t really know 

what was good for them.  Access to knowledge was a guarded commodity and kept for the 

Church’s wealthier and more powerful subjects.  The lower classes were kept ignorant and 

dependent upon an ‘educated elite’.  This made the priest indispensable to even the most faithful 

follower.  And as the saying goes, ‘Absolute power breeds absolute corruption’.   

Charlemagne’s first edict was a ‘general warning’ that called for the Catholic Church to 

repent of its corrupt ways and set up schools in order to teach the common man how to read and 

write.  He also invited a man named Alcuin from England to help in this regard.  A leading 

scholar and teacher at the Carolingian court, Alcuin gave us our present upper and lower case 

alphabet.   

In instituting his reforms, especially those he made in education, Charlemagne adapted 

the Heroic Ideal used by the ancient Greeks.  His new model could be called the ‘Twin Pillars of 

Society’.  Just like Alexander the Great and the Greek hoplite, the Heroic Ideal would now be 

lived out by medieval knights.  Charlemagne’s rule and the reforms he championed resulted in 

the Carolingian Renaissance.  This was a period that was marked by outstanding achievements in 

art, architecture, learning, and music.   

The Heroic Ideal worked for Charlemagne.  I wondered if this same philosophy could be 

used to help reverse academic underachievement and improve athletic underperformance.  

Armed with the Heroic Ideal and knowledge gained from studying ancient teaching practices, my 

next step was to put it to the test.  Since then, I have been privileged to help many young men 



and women salvage their academic careers, restore their sense of self-worth, and improve their 

athletic prowess.   

One of those I had the pleasure of serving was a ninth grader who attended the high 

school in my hometown of Bridgeport, West Virginia.  This boy had been seeing a psychologist 

and had even contemplated suicide several times.  When we were finished, the boy gave me a 

note expressing his gratitude for my help.  He wrote, 

“Thank you for your time and effort.  I look at myself differently.  Not as a slave but as a 

noble and priceless creature.  All the things that you gave me to do are giving me a more 

confident and positive outlook on myself and on my life.”  

The boy’s life changed dramatically and graduated near the top of his class.  He went on 

to attend Honor’s College at West Virginia University.  His mother also wrote a few lines to 

thank me for helping her son.  She added, 

“My son is happier and has a much better attitude since working with you.  He has even 

improved in his game of baseball.  He is even now hitting the ball to the fence!” 

I invite you to come with me now as we take our own Grand Tour exploring the ancient 

template of education.  When our tour is finished, my sincere desire is that you will gain 

practical wisdom.  Armed with this wisdom, I believe that we all can achieve our time-honored 

noble goal.  That goal is to help guide our young charges so that they successfully enter the adult 

world graced with gentility. 


