Higher Education in Civil War Virginia

Peter Wallenstein
Professor of History

VirginiaTech

Civil War Weekend
Campusof Virginia Tech

10 March 2007

No inddent on thetopic of highe educationin Civil War Virginiais better known than
themarch by the cadets of the Virginia Military Institute in mid-May 1864north from Lexington
to engage Unionforces at New Market. Cadets from amilitary school marched in abody, some
250-strong, to contribute to Confederate efforts to secure the Shenandoa Valley, both to
maintain control of an important source of food supply for the Confederate military aswell as
civiliansand to keep Union forces from bringing still more pressure to bear on Lee® troopsto
theeast, ontheother sdeof theBlueRidge To thisday, countess VMI cadets and alumni

cherish thememory of tha mos memorable day.

It takes nothing away from accounts of that day® exploits to obgerve that many |esser

stories can also betold, and tha collectively they paint a portrait of political crisis and military



developments that provide context for the VMI heoics. | have in mind talking (first) aboutthe
last year and hdf before secession came or fighting began; (second) aboutfour main inditutions
of highea educationin Virginiaduing thewar years; and (findly) something onthelong

aftermath of thewar.

We beagin with asurvey of highe educationin Virginiaonthe eve of the Civil War. At
that time, Virginiahad two pulic inditutionsof highe educationN Virginia Military Inditute,
which opened its doorsin 1839,and the University of Virginia, which had enrolled itsfirst
studentsin 1825. Mog college studentsin Virginia attended private inditutions where men or
women attended separate schools that had been foundel by people assodated with oneProtestant
denomination or anotheN such as Roanoke College, foundel by L utherans and Emory and
Henry College foundel in the 1830sby the Methodist Episcopd Church. All such schools were

tiny by today@ standards

Highe Education, Virginia, and the Secession Crisis

Rising tengonsin the 1850sbetween the South and the North led to significant
developments regarding highe educationin Virginia. Teachersin Virginia colleges called for
textbookstha reflected so-called southern values, with no whiff of criticism of davery. Shortly
after the events at Harpers FerryN a couple of weeks after the hanging of white abolitionist John

Brown in December 1859 some 250medical students from the South abandonel their studies



in Philadd phia and headed south. Of the244whoarrived in Richmond on December 22N
greeted with a tremendouscel ebrationN 100 headed on to the Deep South, as 13 enrolled at the
Medical College of Georgia, in Auguga, and another 28 at the Medical College of the State of
South Caroling in Charleston; 144 enrolled in theMedical College of Virginia (see Breeden

essay in Finkdman@ book on John Brown).

And how did prominent Virginiansrespondto thereturn of the prodigd medical
students? Such leading pro-davery and southern nationdist radicals as George Fitzhughand
Edmund Ruffin celebrated themedical studentsOsecession from the Philadd phia school.
Fitzhughwrote: Orhe Southern medical students who lately deserted Northern colleges deserve
immortal hona'. It istime the South should educate her sonsO (Breeden, 200 Indeed, theday
after the studentsQarrival in Richmond,abill to proved $30000in new fundsfor MCV was
introduced into the General Assembly, and it subsequently passedN the basis for theingitution®
becoming a state facility, having previoudy been connected with Hampden-Sydney College
(Dabney, VCU, 8). ArthurE. Peticolas, professor of anatomy at the Medical College of
Virginia, told the new students at his school tha they had earned Qhe gratitudeof every man,
woman and child in a laveholding State,Ofor, he said, they had collectively Gitruck the heaviest
blow tha has ever yet been aimed at tha hideoushydra-headed monder known to usas abolition

fanaticism.O(Breeden, 203

L ate the next year, after Lincoln@ victory in the 1860 presidential contest, seven students
at Washington Collegein Lexington hoisted aflag onenight tha oneof the seven described as

bluewith onebloodred star in the middle and DISUNION painted in large letters aboveit.O



Reveadling tha the students were by no means of one mind on the subject, othe students
threatened to pull it down, butthe same student wrote: Qwve told them that if they tried there
would beawar.O Another student, clearly notoneof the seven, expressed his being disturbed
that such aflag had been Qaised on theroof of the college endoved by thefather of his county.O
(Pace, Halls of Honor, 98) Andthe school president, George Junkin, a naive of Penngylvania,
wished to identify the perpetrator so he could flog Qhetraitorousfellow.O He ordered remova

of theflag, butthe seven had anticipaed such a move and hidden all ladde's on campus Pro-

secession students guaded theflag againg assaults by pro-Union classmates.

Similar inddents at the school cropped up in thefour monthstha followed, and ever
more of the students sided with what the president had called the QraitorousfellowN in fact
saw the question of loydty in amanne radically different from the school president. On George
Washington@birthday in February 1861, aliterary sodety at Washington College voted 4368 for
secession. (Carmichael, 129) When yet another secession banna was pulled down in early
April 1861,thepresident set it onfire: (50 perish all effortsto dissolve this gloriousUnion!O In
emphaic dissent, onestudent after another tore off a strip fromthe burnt flag and woreit asan

inggnia of his political identity and loydty.

In short order came news of thefiring at Fort Sumter, Lincoln@ call for volunteer troops
to hdp putdown therebdlionin South Caroling and thevote in theVirginia convention to
secede and join the Confederacy. Students at Washington College then broughtto the president
apetitionN they said it was unanimousN in suppot of keeping a secession flag waving over the

campus Speaking of Qreason againg Virginia,Othey inssted that there could no longe be any



ppostiontto flying such a flag except from Genemies of Virginia O Thefaculty voted to side
with the students. President Junkin resigned his post and left Virginiafor his naive state in the

North.

Similar developments unfolded across the Blue Ridgeat the University of Virginia
Students there from Deep South demondrated a zeal for secession that, especialy in thefirst
monthsafter Lincoln@win, contrasted with their in-state classmates, who typically hoped for
compromise, Union, and peace. George K. Miller described himself as Gin uncompromising
secessionist,OQruly proudtha | am a South Carolinian,Oand expressed the hopethat his home
state Quill bethefirst to secede O Moreover, if South Carolinadid secede, hesaid, andif Lincoln
mobilized troopsagaing it, Miller would (bethere in two daysOto hdp defend againg such an
attack. Miller wrote his girlfriendin South Carolina that Gnogt of the Carolinaand Alabama
students have donnel the blue cockade, Osymbolizing their separate southern political identity.
Even more earnest than his Deep South colleagues, however, Miller was such a purist tha,
hearing that the cockades had been Gnade by specia order in anarthern city, Oherefused to wear
one Hisgirlfriend back in Carolinaquickly sent him a homemade version, and he became the

envy of pro-secession students Qvhen they heard it was all theway from So. Carolina& from

oneof itsfair daughters.O (Halls of Honor, 101)

The matter of students from the Deep South came up in other waysaswell. Fred Fleet, a
first-year student from Virginiaat the University of Virginia, wrote his father in February 1861
tha the well-beng of the school dgpended on Virginia@ secession. As heexplained, unless

Virginiajoined the Confederacy, Ga goodmany of the Southern students say that they will . . . all



gohome, & they . . . conditute . . . nearly hdf of thewhole number.O (Selby, Virginiansat War,

26, quoing Fleet and Fuller, eds, Green Mount 48.)

On the onehand, we could see the shifting behavior and identities of Virginia® college
students as tracking the shift toward secession, a shift tha lurched forward in the aftermath of
Fort Sumter and Lincoln® call for troops induding from Virginia, to putdown wha he saw and
termed as arebdlion But historian Peter Carmichael observe that in fact Virginia® students
were in advance of tha timelinelN that they had largdy adopied secession as the unavoidable
next step by sometime in February, and even more so when they saw in Lincoln@inaugural
gpeech in early March no space left for Virginiain a Union govened by Republicans From
Randolph-Macon College, Richard H. Bagby wrote his father aboutLincoln@ speech in early
March: Q think it is an open declaration of war againg the South, and| . . . am for going out of

the Union now.O(Carmichael, 137)

Students at the University of Virginia by tha point had largdy reached the same
conduson, and they were very public and emphdic in declaring therr renovaed political loyaty.
They made Gtrong Secession speeches; and strong resolutionsto the same effect were adopied
unanimoudy,Oreported oneof the students there, and oneweek later the UVA students
published a pro-secession prodamation in variousVirginia newspgoes. (Carmichael, 137)
During the morth before Fort Sumter, secession flagswent up at Roanoke College, William and
Mary, VMI, and elsewhere. (Carmichael, 139 It was notentirely new, then, that, writing again
from Randolph-Macon College, Richard H. Bagby said, immediately after Fort Sumter and

LinooIn@ call for troops QO/irginia, themost powerful of theslave states, the mother of states,O



had been Ckicked outOof the nationit had once dominated. (Carmichael, 143

Virginia students had variousreasonsfor taking the stance they did onthe great issues of
theday. At Hampden-Sydney College, onestudent was quoted as saying to his classmates; Gt
will beagloriousthingif thewar does come, for then we will not have to stand those six books

of Geometry.Q(Halls of Honor, 102 Now, the statement may have been something the student

said, and the student might betypical in seeing specific campusbenditsto bederived fromthe
move toward war, butthe languaye soundsmore like wha was being said by the studentsOelders,
perceiving the students as boys withoutmaturity or reflection or responsbilityN and being
rejected by students as denying them their own claims to manliness and honorand pariotism and

action.

AsVirginiansbegan preparationsin spring 1861for a possible war, cadets from VMI
madethdr way to Richmondto train volunteers. After arriving at Camp Lee on April 22, jug
five days after Virginia@ convention voted to take the state out of the Union, 185VMI cadets
went to work training recruits to the Confederate forces. (Conrad, 39) Effective they were, and
in May, Robet E. Lee himself wrote VMI supeintendent Frands H. Smith aboutthe cadets and

their efforts at training an army: Orhey are wanted everywhere.O(Conrad, 40)

Hampden-Sydney college president JohnM. P. Atkinson had no military experience, but
hetook onthetask of drill captain for his students. Novice as hewas, hechoto drill his
students far from curiouseyes, in the dead of nightand in the basement of a campusbuilding. It

was not easy to see him at hiswork, butit is easy to see why hetook such precautions (Now,



please try thisas| describeit.) Oneof his cadets described President Atkinson@ingtructions
regarding the Qloubke quick® GBGentlemen, when | countong youwill bring up therightfoot
untl thethigh is perpendicular to the body,and when | counttwo, youwill bring the othe up

besideit.O (Pace, Halls of Honors, 105,from Brinkley, On This Hill, 273076)

Virginia Colleges and College Students during the War

Virginia@ inditutionsof highe education, pubiic and private, shared some common
feature of thar wartime experience, thoughthey surely differed in others. School buildingsoften
served as military hogitals. Teachers sometimes joined themilitary effort. Students often left
ther schoolbooksbehindto carry aweaponoff to war. In school after school, the number of
enrolled students dropped sharply. And RoanokeCollege, for one respondel to thesudden
dearth of male students by enrolling female students for atime. Emory and Henry College
closeditsdoorsin April 1861 andin late 1862its main building, in particular, was taken by

Confederate authorities as a military hosital for woundel soldiers.

UVA

Large numbers of youngwhite southern men left the South for ther studies, asthereturn
exodusfrom Philaddphiain 1859demongdrated, and the migration patern north persisted

beyond 1859. But the University of Virginia@ roger of former students revealed a contrary



patern, notonein which northern students flodked south, butrather onein which southerners
remained within theregion and studied at the South® own inditutions Dozensof former UVA
students became Confederate generals or figuresin the Confederate govanment. These men
indudesuch politiciansand generals as Robat Toombsof Georgia, Confederate secretary of
state and brigadier general; Louis T. Wigfall of Texas, Confederate senaor and (briefly)
brigadier general; and James L. Orr of South Caroling a senaor in the Confederate Congress, as

well as such Virginian officeholders or generals as James A. Seddonand Roge A. Pryor.

TheUniversity of Virginiawas unusuad amongstate universities and other puldic
ingitutionsof highe education in the Confederate South in tha it remained open throughoutthe
war. Sugppending opeaationsfor much of thewar, by contrast, were the universities of

Mississippi, Alabama, Georgia, South Carolina North Carolina and so on.

Of theformer students at the University of Virginiawho were of military age at thetime
of the Civil War, more then 2,000foughtfor the Confederacy, some 500 of these men died. As
the 186(1861school year cameto aclos, at least five of every six of the students enrolled
during tha year joined Confederate units. UV A faculty played multipleroles. History and
gened literature professor George Frederick Holmes joined other volunteersin May 1863
amidg rumors tha a Federal force was nearing Charlottesville. Greek and Hebrew professor
Basil L. Gilderdeeve joined the cavalry andin 1864 suffered a seriouswound(this according to
Ervin Jordan; see Dabney, UVA). Dr. James Lawrence Cabdl, who had attended UVA asa
youth, in 1837joined the UV A faculty as a professor of anaomy, surgery, and physology, and

whilein tha postion a quater century later, durning thewar served as the chief surgeon of the



Charlottesville General Hospital, which was organized to treat woundel soldiers notlong after

thefightingat First Manassas.

MCV

Newspgoers and other sourcestell agan and agan of theroles played by dodors and
medical students at the Medical College of Virginiain treating Confederate soldiers who had
been woundel in the Richmondarea. Dr. James Brown McCaw (18231906) whose father,
grandfather, and great-grandfather had al been local dodors, played multiplerolesin the
medical establishment of late 1850sRichmond. An accomplished practitionea and professor, he

had a private practice; he edited the Virginia Medical and Surgical Joumd; and hewas professor

of chemistry and phamacy at theMedical Collegeof Virginia. Then thefightngbegan. In
1861the Confederacy@ surgeon general, Dr. Samud P. Moore, appointed Dr. Mccaw to be
surgeon-in-chief at wha became Chimborazo Hospital, which Dr. McCaw plannel and then
directed throughoutthe war years. The MCV professor ran what is described as the largest
military ho9ital theworld had ever seen (phoo of him in the 1954VMBH article; another in

Dabney, VCU, 18).

Recordsfrom MCV itself revea waysin which thewar affected the school, andin fact
other medical school acrossthe South. A catalogue published in 1864ob<erved tha, amongall
themedical schoolsin the Confederate states, ony MCV and oneothe had remained open
throughoutthewar. Reflecting variouskindsof wartime developments, the school apologized

for having had to raise its fees, in view of theenomousinflation of the Confederate currency.
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Theusud textbookswere listed as to be used in the upacoming session, but progective students
were pemitted to rely on subditutes if those particular booksproved unavailable (On view of the
present difficulty of obtaining some of these worksQ), and in any case were urged to bring their
bookswith them if possible, Qather than trug to the very doubful chance of obtaining them in

Richmond O

Enrolled during the 18631864 session were 155 sudents, more than hdf of them from
Virginia, but therest of them from every state in the Confederacy, plusMaryland, Kentucky, and
Washington, D.C. The48 medical students who graduaed in March 1864came not only from
Virginia butalso from North and South Caroling, Tennessee, Georgia, Alabama, Mississippi,
Louisiana and Texas, as well as Kentucky, Missouri, Maryland, and Washington, D.C. In short,
the chief medical schoolin the Old Dominiontrained students from every state in the

Confederacy. (seeDr. William Latane, H-S- medical degree 1853: in Dabney, VCU, pho).

Of the46 graduaesin 1863 theMCV authorities reported tha, according to such
information as had reached them, 20 had passed the medical boad exams for the Confederate
army, another seven for the navy, and othe's were acting in such capacities as acting assistant
surgeon and hoital steward. Theschool anticipaedN in effect, eicitedN applicationsfrom
what it termed Groungmen who have been disabled for military service by woundsor disease,
and who will seek themeansof livelihoodin the pursuit of an honowble profession.O Surely the
civilian sodety was in need of additiond dodors, the school noted in its announ@ment of the
upooming session, as were themilitary branches. To the extent possible, the Medical College of

Virginiawould continueits classes, and it did so.

11



CWM

At the College of William and Mary, President Benjamin S. Ewell oppogd Virginia@
secession for as long as seemed possible. But when the news came of Virginia® secession,
Ewell signed onin suppot of thenew political world, and he soonbecame an officer in the
Confedeate army. When hemet with hisfaculty on May 1, mog of the students had already | eft
for thewar, and it was assumed that mog others would sonfollow. The College supended
opeaations hopingto reopen in Octobe. Thebuldingswere soonserving as military barracks
and howital for the Confederacy. Then Federal forces moved in. When President Ewell
returned in June1865,hefoundamain bulding burned to theground much of therest of the
schoolin disrepar if notruin, and few resources with which to commence opegationsagan. The
Civil War had donemuch to destroy thefirst ingitution of highe education Virginia had ever

had.

So the College of William and Mary lay in ham®@way during thewar, and some of its
students headed more directly into thewar, he ping to drive theingitution®@decision to sugppend
opeaations Thenames of three of these youngmen are Lt. Thomas H. Mercer, Private Robat
Armistead, and Private John G. Williams, who left the schoolin 1861and, at Apponettoxin
1865,putdown their weaponsagain at last. Some former classmates did notlive throughthe
entirewar; Private T. R. Argyle died in September 1861, Sergeant William Brownein Augug
1862,and Captain Sterling H. Gee waskilled in actionin early 1865. (Heuvd, 32, 40)

Destroyed buildingsmight berebuilt; youngmen who survived thewar, former studentsin

12



Virginia® colleges, would do what they could to rebuild thar lives in the podwar years.

VMI

Andthen, of course, there was VMI. Firgt, the sheer numbers of prewar and wartime
VMI students who foughtfor the Confederacy. Before or duringthewar, atota of 2,030young
men enrolled at theingitute, some 1,902were still living at thetime fighting began, and of these,
94 percent spent timein Confederate service. Historiansof theinditute go onto count259sons
of VMI who died unde arms of woundsor disease. Vast numbers of Confederate officers were
former VMI cades. During 1861, as Virginiaraised 64 regiments of infantry, cavalry, and
heavy artillery, 22N afull thirdN were commanded by VMI graduaes. And some of the
Confederacy@ officers were faculty at the school, chief amongthem of course Stonewall

Jackson, aboutwhom Bud Robetson has written at length.

Let usreturn nowto the Battle of New Market in May 1864. Undea the command of the
commandant, Lt. Scott Ship, some 250 cadets marched north throughthe Shenandoa Valley to
New Market, where they joined Confederate forces unde Gen. JohnBreckinridge Unde
intense pressure, the cadets acquitted themselves very well indeed, and the Union forces were
repulsed. Onefourth were casudties: Ten cadetsdied duringthebétle of afterwardsfromther
woundsthey suffered tha day; 47 more were wounded tha day. Our own Jack Davis has written
acompdling bookonthesubject. A VMI historian published a different book, onetha provides
biographical sketches of every oneof the cadets who marched north that day in May 1864\

youngmen who grew older, who became teachers and farmers and railroads engineers and so on.
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So Virginiawent to war, and all its people and all its inditutionsbecame caughtup in the
war. Thewar changed everything, and everyone Virginia@ingitutionsof highe education
tracked the shift in sentiment toward secession, from JohnBrown@ Raid in Octobe 1859 to
Abraham LinooIn@ electionin November 1860, to the secession of seven Deep South states
between December and thefirst of February, andfindly the events of mid-April 1861 Thos
ingitutionsplayed arangeof rolesin thewar, supplying students and faculty, as officers and
men, and buildings whether as barracks or hogitals, and expertise, whether military or medical.

But then thewar ended, old questionsrecurred, and new questionsarose.

After theWar

At least three story lines emergefrom thewar yearsin Virginia  Onemightfollow
individudsin thar poswar careers, for example the VMI cadetis who foughtat New Market.
Another mightfollow theinditutions So weakened, for example, was the College of William
and Mary that, resuming opaationsonashoestring in the1870s it staggeed throughthe decade
andthen in 1881suspended opeaations leaving great uncertainty that it could ever resume. So
devastated was VMI, with much of destroyed by Union troopsin 1864in retaliation for therole
the cadets had played shortly before at the Battle of New Market, it offered to movelock stock
and barrel to Richmond on condition of obtaininga new source of puldic funding. Asthings

turned out, of course, VMI was restored at Lexington. William and Mary stayed where it was as
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well, reopened, and during the next century grew into a very different ingitutionN public,
comprehengve, coeduationd, multiracial. TheUniversity of Virginia, too, developeal into afar

greater inditution than it had onae been.

Y et athird story line introduces a cluger of brand new phenomena  Early in thewar, at
aboutthetime of Second Manassas, the United States Congress enacted alaw, theMorrill Land-
Grant College Act of 1862,to promote studies in agricultural and engineering. When thewar
ended, and Virginia@ state govenment was back in more or less normal operation and with more
or less nomal relationswith thegovenment of the United States, thelegidature turned its
attention to the contentiousquestion of how to putto gooduse the small bonanza of federal
fundstha had become available. Virginia accepted the fundfrom thegovenment it had fought
for fouryears. Every school across the state earnestly soughtto bendfit. That was the money

that lured VMI into offeringto moveto Richmondif only.

In theend, thetwo leading candidaes for thefund canceled each other out VMI went
away empty-handed. So did UVA. Sodid al thelesser rivas, induding Hampden-Sydney
College, Washington College (W& L), RoanokeCollege, Richmond College (UR), Emory and

Henry College Randolph-Macon College, and New Market Polytechnic Ingitute.

So itistha aportionof thefund two-thirdsof it, went to an ingitutionin Montgomery
County, aformer white boysOMethodist academy that had come on hard times on accountof the
war and now offered to give upitsformer identity if the state would alow it to rise from thedead

andlivein anew incarndion, as Virginia Agricultural and Mechanical College aland-grant
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ingitution.

But the 1872law reflected notonly awartime act of Congress AND the Union@® defeat of
the Confederacy. It also reflected theadvent of universal emandpaion, an endto davery, PLUS
the posgwar developments tha made citizensof former slaves, permitted black men to vote and
runfor office in Virginia, and led to the presence of a scattering of black ddegaes and senaors
in the Virginialegidature tha passed the 1872law. Thesame law tha bestowed a modest
largesse on atiny school jug outsidethevillage of Blacksburg ALSO gave asmall allowance,
theremaining onethird, to a new school for freedmen, Hampton Agricultural and Normal

Inditute, near thefarthest reaches of theother end of the state.

Members of thefirst board of visitorsinduded Blacksburg@ Dr. Harvey Black, an officer
of the predecessor school and amedical dodor in the Confederate Army. Another was Joseph
Reid Andeson, of Richmond®@Tredegar Iron Works, an enterprise that had fuded the
Confederate quest to get Virginiato join it, the decision to move the Confederate capital to

Richmond, and themilitary effort in thelongwar tha had followed.

Later, many years after the state govenment had established an ingitution for black
Virginians theland-grant designaion and money were lifted from Hampton Ingitute and
granted to that public inditution, Virginia Normal and Indudrial Inditute, aschooljug outside
Petersburg that over theyears became Virginia State University. And so it istha today, during
the 2007 edition of Civil War WeekendN 400years after thefounding of Jamestown, 142years

after the end of the Civil War, 135years after the 1872 law was passedN this event this morning
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is being hdd onthe campusof oneof Virginia® two land-grant schooks.

In multiple ways, then, today® events here at the Inn reflect the continuing influence of

the Civil War on highe educationin Virginia Thank you.
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