R. Perry Sentell Jr.
April 19, 1934 - January 28, 2021

Entered into rest on Thursday, January 28, 2021 at Doctors Hospital, Prof. R. Perry
Sentell Jr. Prof. Sentell, Marion and W. Colquitt Carter Chair in Tort and Insurance Law
Emeritus, retired on July 1, 2004, after over 46 years of teaching and service to the
University of Georgia’s College of Law.
A prolific scholar, Sentell has published nearly 30 books including: Essays on the
Supreme Court of Georgia (2004), The Georgia Supreme Court and Local Government
Law: Two Sheets to the Wind (1999), Studies in Georgia Statutory Law (1997), The
Georgia Negligence Jury (1995), Tales Out of Trial (1995), A Profile: The People and
Practice of Georgia Local Government Law (1995), The Law of Municipal Tort Liability in
Georgia (4th ed., 1988) and Studies in Georgia Local Government Law (3d ed., 1977).
Some of his articles include: “Local Government Liability Litigation: Numerical Nuances” in
the Georgia Law Review (2004), “Local Government Litigation: Some Pivotal Principles” in
the Mercer Law Review (2003), “Lightening the Load: In the Georgia Supreme Court” in
the Georgia Law Review (2003) and “A Six-Member Civil Jury in Georgia? The Trial
Judges Weigh In” in the Mercer Law Review (2002). He has also published an annual
“Survey of Local Government Law” in the Mercer Law Review since 1963.
Several generations of lawyers and policymakers in Georgia have looked to Sentell for
guidance on matters pertaining to local government law and torts. He has been honored
by the Georgia House of Representatives, the Georgia Trial Lawyers Association and the
Georgia Municipal Association for distinguished service to the advancement of legal
education. In 1995, he received the Distinguished Service Scroll Award, the highest honor
bestowed by the UGA Law School (Alumni) Association. Graduates have selected Sentell
eleven times as their class marshal, a distinction given to the law school faculty or staff
member whom they most respect.
Sentell earned both his Bachelor’s degree and Law degree from the University of Georgia.
He later earned a Master of Laws degree from Harvard University.
As laudable as his professional accomplishments, even more admirable were his
unparalleled love and dedication to his family and his sustaining Christian faith. Prof.
Sentell was predeceased by his wife of 64 years, Jeanette Fennell Sentell. Other family
members include their daughter: the late Ruth Ellen Sentell Wilson (Tom); son: Robert

Perry Sentell III (Paige); Grandchildren: Dr. Erin Sentell Osteen (Eric), Ellen Paige Sentell,
Robert Perry Sentell IV, Robert Jeremy Wilson (Paige), Christopher Perry Wilson (Abby),
Jenna Elizabeth Wilson; great-grandchildren: Brady Eric Osteen, Carter Jeremy Wilson,
Sam Smith Wilson, and Jack William Wilson. Prof. Sentell was born in Pinehurst, GA to
the late R. Perry Sentell, Sr. and Ethel Whitehead Sentell.
A graveside service for immediate family will be held at Evergreen Memorial Park with
Rev. John Walker officiating.
In lieu of flowers memorials may be made to: Beech Haven Baptist Church: 2390 West
Broad St., Athens, GA 30606 or the University of Georgia Foundation for the R. Perry
Sentell Jr. Scholarship (7241200) by using the following link: https://t.uga.edu/6F6.
Thomas Poteet & Son Funeral Directors, 214 Davis Rd., Augusta, GA 30907 (706) 3648484. Please sign the guestbook at www.thomaspoteet.com

Comments

“

Thomas S. Bishop is following this tribute.

Thomas Bishop - March 01 at 11:24 AM

“

"That which is painful is learned."
In a Section T of long ago, I was taught that in legal discourse one must choose
one's words -- even the simplest ones -- carefully and with precision, or else pay the
price. I learned also that one need not ever fear a Star Chamber or Spanish
Inquisition if one could say to one's self, "I survived Sentell."
The first time I was called upon by Professor Sentell in class ("i stand up for you; you
stand up for me"), the first question posed to me was a simple binomial proposition,
with only two possible answers.
"Yes," I responded.
Said the Great Man in reply (with that sly smile of glee at the certain Death of a
Thousand Cuts the entire class was about to witness): "A shorter and more accurate
answer, Mr. Allen, would be 'No,'"
Years later, we both laughed at remembrance of that introduction -- one which would
change my life, both professionally and personally, forever and for better. I will
treasure always the kind notes and letters I received from him through the years. I
am glad that I was able to tell him how much his influence meant to me.
With sadness in my heart at the almost indescribable loss, but with deep appreciation
for the tremendous positive affect he had on my life, I now choose carefully these
brief and succinct words regarding the man:
Teacher. Scholar. Gentleman. Counselor. Friend.
A Man for All Seasons.
Veni, Vidi, Vici.
Requiescat in pace.

Wayne R. Allen
Torts "Section T"
Law of Legislative Government
J.D. UGA, 1992
Wayne R. Allen - February 26 at 07:23 PM

“

Professor Sentell made my law school experience. It is hard to imagine UGA law
without his presence. There are no words to describe his generous spirit and
guidance. We lost a great man.

Lillie Harrison - February 13 at 02:29 PM

“

Many people think that the classic law school professor is John Houseman’s
character, Professor Kingsfield, in the movie “The Paper Chase”; but that is only
because they never met Professor R. Perry Sentell, Jr. A legal giant and an even
more wonderful person, Professor Sentell’s door was always open and I sought his
advice on many occasions over the years.
All of his tort students can recite almost verbatim his discussion of the Palsgraf Case,
as he said “a little insignificant case...I don’t why everybody makes such a big deal
about it.” We also all remember the names he gave to cases like, “Three Little
Words”, etc., and his favorite, “The Typical Yale Man Case,” and the legal principles
they represent. (I still have his notes on the shelf in my office.)
I had the privilege of writing some of the early tort reform laws and called him to
discuss how they should be written. My favorite, of course, is the medical malpractice
“Statute of Repose” about which my classmate Rusty Sewell said, “Call him...oh hell
no...you call him...he might grill me on it.”
Perhaps my fondest memory of Professor Sentell is of him introducing me to
Attorney General Nicholas Katzenbach at the Taylor-Grady House. He said, as only
he could say it, “Ah, ah Nick,...I’d like you to meet one of my best tort students, Bob
Constantine.” My response, of course, was, “I appreciate that, Professor Sentell; but,
as you may recall, I made a C in your class and was glad to get it.” With his
trademark smile and a slight nod of his head he said, “Ah, ah, yes, but you knew so
much more that you put on your papers.”
My sincerest sympathies go out out to his family for the passing of everyone’s
favorite teacher in law school who was one of the nicest and kindest people I have
ever known. The impact Professor Sentell had on the lives and careers of those of us
who were fortunate enough to be his students is impossible to measure.

Robert Constantine, Class of 1972 - February 03 at 12:06 AM

“

Professor Sentell was my role model. Let me express to his family my deepest
sympathy on his passing away and great appreciation for sharing him with law
students and the legal profession. Professor Sentell inspired me with his enthusiasm
for state and local law and legislation. He tried to teach me torts, was the chairman of
my LL.M. thesis committee, and arranged for me to get my first job with the Office of
Legislative Counsel for the Georgia General Assembly. I know how fortunate I am to
have known Professor Sentell
Jim Martin

Jim Martin - February 02 at 04:01 PM

“

All Section T members can remember the feeling in the pit of their stomachs when
entering his class and awaiting the call of their names for the questions of the day. I
remember my day well. I took all of his classes and was 'knighted' with two of my
classmates.
Prof. Sentell and my father actually are from the same county. I loved to speak with
him about Middle Georgia. He was gracious and was instrumental in an opportunity
to work with the Institute of Higher Ed while I was in law school.
He left a lasting impression

J. Waters - February 01 at 02:02 PM

“

The greatest law professor I ever had...by far. No comparison. What must it have
been like to have had such an extraordinary man as a father, grandfather or greatgrandfather? I can imagine his family's loss. I give thanks for having known this great
man even briefly. I'm so glad that someone of his abilities leaves descendants behind
to preserve the genetics that may bless future generations. To Dr. Sentell the
Kingdom of Heaven! Sam Dickson, Class of 1972.

Sam Dickson - February 01 at 12:04 PM

“

Perry was a good friend and mentor to me when I joined the UGA law faculty in 1970
until I left in 1997. He was an outstanding teacher and influenced the lives and
careers of many lawyers. My prayers go out to his family for the loss of Perry and his
dear wife Jeannette.

Sam Davis - February 01 at 07:51 AM

“

Although I had been around lawyers all my life, I did not know what it took to become
a lawyer until I entered Dr. Sentell's Torts class that fine day in September, 1970. He
first told us that there was another great profession that we could aspire to if we did
not find the law to our liking -- becoming tire re-cappers. He then explained the "log
theory" of the law: when confronted with a serious legal problem, walk into the
woods, find a log to sit on, sit down and THINK about it. That year-long torts class
was a real test, but Dr. Sentell was a great teacher. I have been forever grateful that
he was my first professor in law school, because he taught me to think like a lawyer.
He will be truly missed.

Allen Moye - January 31 at 01:03 PM

“

I’ve been a litigator for 17 years now. There has never been a judge, a jury, or a
client who I was more intimidated by speaking in front of than I was getting called on
by Prof. Sentell. Not because he was overly unkind or critical, but because he loved
the law, and did not abide those who fell short of the reverence with which he held
our constitution, laws and institutions. Failing to correctly answer his questions, or
worse, not being prepared to do so, felt less like failure than it did letting him down.
He expected his students to care as much as he did. He was a great man, but also a
good man. There will never be another.

Jason Mirabella - January 30 at 08:46 PM

“

I was so saddened to hear about Professor Sentell's passing. I took all three of his
classes in law school, and if he had taught thirty classes, I would have taken them
all. His unique teaching style was a potent cocktail of well-meaning intimidation and
stand-up comedy. Every once in while, I encounter a specific torts issue that is
forever linked to one his catchphrases. That always makes me smile and appreciate
how fortunate I was to learn from "Prof."
My heartfelt condolences to Professor Sentell's family.
- Jimmy Daniel, Class of 2000

Jimmy Daniel - January 29 at 08:27 PM

“

Professor Sentell, or “Prof,” was so much more than a professor. He was a legend,
an icon, a one-of-a-kind exceptional legal mind and scholar. He changed the way I
thought about the law in ways I could not have imagined possible. And he did all of
that with one of the most exceptional and intelligent senses of humor I’ve ever
encountered.
I am not alone in my love and admiration for Prof. He molded the minds and stoked
the intellect of generations of lawyers, all of whom held him in the highest esteem
and fondest regard. There never has been and never will be anybody like Prof. I will
always wear my Section T badge with honor and pride, as will so many of my
colleagues.
Well done, Prof, well done. Rest now and peace.

Holly Pierson - January 29 at 08:11 PM

“

To the friends and family of Law Professor Perry Sentell, Jr.,
This is Gary McColery of Athens, Georgia sending my condolences for the passing
of Professor Sentell. I graduated from another law school other than the University of
Georgia, however, I received my college degree from the University of Georgia Terry
College of Business here in Athens, Georgia. Since then, I have attended many,
many continuing legal education seminars at the University of Georgia Law School,
and I met Professor Sentell a few times offsite. He was very kind to me.
I was completely devastated to learn today that my high school classmate, Ruthie
Ellen Sentell Wilson, his daughter, passed away in 2019. We graduated in the same
class, Class of 1975 from Clarke Central High School here in Athens, Georgia, and
we had a few classes together, eleventh grade English with one teacher and then
Spanish II with Mrs. Hawk. What a wonderful person Ruthie was. I had not seen
Ruthie since we attended high school. I am in total shock to learn of her untimely
passing. Both obituaries are so comforting, for Ruthie and for Professor Sentell.
When I saw Professor Sentell, he told me that Ruthie was married and had adult
children.
My condolences.
Gary McColery
Athens, Georgia

Gary R McColery - January 29 at 08:00 PM

“

I didn't have Prof. Sentell for Torts, and as my friend Paula Rafferty says, I wished I
had. In 2d year, on Palsgraff day I went and sat in. The class was packed with
visitors. He was magnificent. So I wound up taking every other course he taught,
Legislation and Municipal Corporations. Most demanding, best prepared, funniest,
and best teacher I ever had at any level. I recall that one of his exam questions in
Legislation depended on remembering of a nursery rhyme he recited about a
principle of statutory interpretation.
A truly great man.

Dan MacDougald - January 29 at 05:17 PM

“

The greatest and funniest teacher I ever had. By far the most memorable, by far the
biggest impression on me. And this can be said by so many!
He gave a quiz early the first year. People complained to him they were caught by
surprise and that it was unfair. He took up the complaints in the next class: "Unfair?!!!
UNFAIR??!!! YOU THINK IT'S UNFAIR THAT I EXPECT YOU TO BE
PREPARED??!!! Didn't I tell you I only had 3 rules, one of which was to never come
to class unprepared?? Didn't I? Outside, over the door, does it say "School of
Fairness??!!! NO!!! IT'S A SCHOOL OF LAW!!!" Etc., Etc., so loud you couldn't
believe it. "I reserve the right at any time to give you any kind of quiz I want, pop,
classical or country." If we had done poorly on the last one, it was solely down to our
own lack of commitment, though perhaps he had failed us in not making sufficiently
clear the level of commitment required to become a lawyer, to be a professional, to
stand up and say "Ready, Your Honor." Perhaps we should take up another career
instead that was not so hard - and here came the "Commit or Forget" lecture. There
is no way I was the only one thinking, "Holy Cow, what have I gotten myself into?"
The first big belly laugh was when he described Vinny Vosberg of Vosberg v. Putney
as having taunted Putney - "Hit me with your best shot!" making him "the Pat Benatar
of Torts." The angst over an opinion that had a section A but no section B. "You're
looking at this, and you're just breaking your pencil asking yourself, 'Self, there is an
A but no B! Why? Why?'" That has been cracking me up since the Fall of 1982.
When I'm reading a difficult case, in my head echoes the refrain "Court said what?
Court said what?"
It's incredible to think of passion he poured into his teaching, and the tremendous
positive impact he had on so many for so many years, and through them on the
practice of law. Truly, he was A Man in Full.

Harry MacDougald '85 - January 29 at 04:56 PM

“

What I thought was my worst luck in having "Sentell for Torts" became a badge of
honor and granted me membership into a unique fraternity. I relish those memories
now. . We all know that Professor Sentell was a family man who loved and adored
his wife and children. To all of you, I send my heartfelt condolences on the loss of not
just this dear gentle giant of a man, but his beloved wife as well. Holding all of his
family and friends in the light during this time.

Sue Mayer Hankins - January 29 at 04:48 PM

“

The words "legend" and "titan" do not do justice to the stature of professor Sentell in
the world of legal education. My admiration and respect for professor Sentell cannot
be adequately expressed. For me, through twelve years of primary education, four
years of college and three years of law school, professor Sentell stands high above
all teachers in his ability to effectively teach a difficult subject with a completely
engaging style mixing a strong dose of intimidation with a large portion of straightfaced humor that stamped his lectures firmly in my brain. To this day, I can still call off
quotes from his lectures more than 30 years later. With a booming voice and stern
stare, pacing back and forth, he would call on one student each class, and the
student was on his or her feet for entire hour, answering his questions and
responding to his shouts of disbelief at the inadequacy of the answers. On our first
day of lecture, first year law school, I was the first student called on in his class that
year. For an hour I stood, taking his questions and trying to answer his questions
about the first case we had been assigned to read. The case was about a boat
captain who fell overboard and the case cited some federal statute I knew nothing
about. He began by pacing back and forth, loudly exclaiming, in an almost shrill,
barely-less-than-a-scream voice, "WHY DO THEY HAVE TO MAKE A FEDERAL
CASE OUT OF IT?" Poor captain Grimstad had fallen off the starboard side of his
boat after it was bumped by a passing barge. He flailed in the water, hands in the air.
Professor Sentell exclaimed, "TOUCHDOWN!" He then asked me what side of the
boat was the starboard side? Uh-oh. That's not a legal question. Starboard?? He
then went back to "AW GEE - WHY DO THEY HAVE TO MAKE A FEDERAL CASE
OUT OF IT?" My brain went to that federal statute I had seen in the case and that
was enough to satisfy professor Sentell that I had at least read the case. You can
look it up. New York Central Railroad Co. v. Grimstad, 264 F. 2d 334 (1920).
Thankfully, my hour on my feet was over. But for the rest of the year, when the legal
concept of causation would come up again in some other lecture, professor Sentell
would lower his head, turn his squinty glare to me and shout, "Mr. Ziegler!!" At which
point I responded with the legal point of the Grimstad case.
I'm truly deeply sad to hear that professor Sentell has left us. I'll never forget Captain
Grimstad, Helen Palsgraf, Learned Hand, Sexy Wexus, Oliver Wendell Holmes,
Stumpy Stevens, "Let it rain, let it pour, got my spring gun at my door," and I will
especially never forget RPSJr. Rest in peace and God Bless you and your family.

Chris Ziegler - January 29 at 03:25 PM

“

Ah, "Let it rain, let it pour, got my spring at my door." My class (Section T 2002-2003)
actually had a class t-shirt made with some of his better known quips. They included "I was
built for mobility, not hostility." "That hardly seems fair!" And "That's a hell of a way to run a
railroad!" What a great man (though, in fairness, to this day, I cannot hear the "Darth Vader
theme song" without remembering that I whistled it one day as he entered the classroom; I
don't think he heard it, but some of my nearby classmates surely did)! Knox Withers, Class
of 2005 and P.P. 2003.
Knox Withers - January 29 at 08:05 PM

“

This is a sad day for the family, friends and students of Professor Sentell. But it
brings back such great memories. I was transferred into his torts class mid-year
when Professor John Rees was forced to take leave for health reasons. It was quite
a different, and shocking, experience in Professor Sentell's class. I survived, and
took two more classes from Professor Sentell, Legislation and Municipal
Corporations. After the third class, I went to see him and told him that I always
enjoyed his classes, but I struggled to read my notes because my hands sweated so
much that the ink was smeared all over the page. In later years, after I began
teaching in the UGA College of Environment and Design, I would often run into him
on campus and he was always a delight to chat with again. His legacy will extend far
beyond this day. My condolences to all who knew and loved him. James K. Reap,
Class of '76.

James K. Reap - January 29 at 02:28 PM

“

I, unfortunately, did not take Torts from Prof. Sentell, although I did experience the
class vicariously through a number of friends. I have now been teaching law students
for 46 years and just two years ago added the Torts course to my teaching load. As a
result I think of Perry Sentell often, especially on Palsgraf day. And I share with my
students his long witty poems about all of the famous cases. His memory lives on in
so many different ways. Condolences to his family.
Pat Cain, Class of 1974

Pat Cain - January 29 at 02:12 PM

“

Literally tens of thousands of legal minds have been shaped by the ultimate professor of
the Socratic method, R. Perry Sentell Jr. When I took his Municipal Corporations class (and
earned an A!) I had no idea that I would make my career representing municipalities and
local authorities. I think of him fondly every time I drive through “the little Town of McIntyre”.
Sincere condolences to the family, and thank you for sharing your father and grandfather
with generations of Georgia law students.
Miriam Lancaster Class of ‘82 - January 29 at 07:35 PM

“

Peaceful White Lilies Basket was purchased for the family of R. Perry Sentell Jr..

January 29 at 01:13 PM

“

My heartfelt wish for the Sentell family to find peace in their memories as they mourn
the loss of the Prof. I always thought it would be great to sit in on his lectures as a
member of another section, they were so funny. He was better than Johnny Carson.
As a member of section T, he made me look a fool more than once, however his
humor and warmth never made it personal, it only made me better. For that I will
always be grateful. Even today, some of the idioms he used creep into my speech
and my kids look at me funny. His memory will always make me smile, but today I'll
miss him.
Geoffrey Engelman, 1995, Sec. T 92-93

Geoffrey Engelman - January 29 at 12:45 PM

“

My first day of law school, August 1992. I was scared to death because I had already
heard of Professor Sentell. Even more scared when as he said in his Sentell way
"Why don't we ring in Section T . . . is Ms. Bell here? Ms. Bell would you please
stand." Wow - what a day and what a professor. I enjoyed his humor and learned so
much in his class. Even more apparent was that he genuinely cared for his students.
His door was always open to them. His support was always evident - as toward the
end of the first year as I was preparing to compete in the finals for the Richard B.
Russell Moot Court Competition. Prof wrote an entire poem to commemorate the
occasion and had every member of Section T sign it. That poem still hangs on the
wall of my law office. I am honored to have been in Professor Sentell's class and his
family will be in my prayer.
Rebecca Bell Jenkins - Law School Class of 1995

Rebecca Bell Jenkins - January 29 at 12:24 PM

“

My deepest condolences to the family. He was the best teacher I ever had and has
inspired my practice going on 24 years. My daughter was born on the same day in
the same hospital in Augusta in1998 as his grandson. It was a delight to happen
upon him that day.
Paul Higbee, Jr.

Paul Higbee - January 29 at 11:39 AM

“

Professor Sentell was the finest teacher and one of the finest men I've ever known. I
used to describe him as a combination of Professor Kingsfield (The Paper Chase),
Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr., and Rodney Dangerfield. Every class he taught was a
masterpiece of teaching and entertainment. He taught me that "details are the life of
the law" and you must roll up your sleeves and master those details to be the best
you can be. Those words changed my life forever beyond just the law. He was one of
a short list of the most unforgettable characters I have had the joy and honor of
knowing in my life. Twenty years or so after I graduated law school I sat in my office
and hand wrote him a long letter telling him exactly what he meant to me. I'm so glad
I did that. Somewhere I bet he had a file with dozens, if not hundreds, of such letters.
He earned every one. I can only imagine how proud his family is of him. RIP
Professor Sentell. And say hi to your friend O.W. for me when you see him. You all
will have much to talk and laugh about. Your student and friend, Don Loft

Don Loft - January 29 at 11:37 AM

“

Prof. Sentell was one of my favorite professors during my time at the law school and
I have fond memories of his lectures. Prof made the law more interesting, and he
ardently challenged us to think and learn. I have made a career in tort and local
government law in no small part because of his influence and inspiration. I consulted
him many times about issues in local government matters, and he was always willing
to help. Prayers and condolences to his family.
Terry E. Williams, Class of '87.

Terry E Williams - January 29 at 11:29 AM

“

I was always jealous of the students who were in his 1st year torts class. My
condolences to his family and friends.

Paula Rafferty - January 29 at 11:24 AM

“

Condolences to the Sentell family. He will always be remembered as a great,
enthusiastic and inspirational professor of law -- had him for both Torts and Municipal
Corporations. B. deRosa, UGA Law '1982

Barth deRosa - January 29 at 11:20 AM

“

My condolences for your loss. Professor Sentell was a titan of man. He
fundamentally changed my life as a lawyer at UGA law school. I often fondly recall
his many stories, quick wit, and humorous legal asides to seminal tort cases in our
first year Torts class. We were all then and will forever be members of Section T. You
will be missed Professor Sentell.

George Creal Jr - January 29 at 11:10 AM

“

Sentiments of Serenity Spray was purchased for the family of R. Perry Sentell Jr..

January 28 at 08:03 PM

