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A current undergraduate’s look at the 
Washington College Board of Trustees’ Minutes 

following the October 12, 1870 death of 
President Robert Edward Lee. 

Why this Document Matters 

Lee’s death greatly impacted the College and Lexington. 
The Minutes following his death renamed the school into 
what we call it today. The Minutes also began the 
memorialization of Lee and his presidency. These decisions 
still affect the school over 150 years later, whether for 
better or for worse. 

	
Lee's	Funeral	outside	the	Chapel	on	Oct.	15,	1870.	

Before concluding whether the University should keep 
Lee’s name, the W&L community must recognize (if 
nothing else) why the school adopted his name in 1870. The 
Trustees Minutes provide the best explanation; they 
indicate that while the school and community of 1870 
exalted Lee for his service as a Confederate General, they 
“love[d] Gen. Lee chiefly for the victories won by him in the 
classic shades of Washington College.” His College victories 
are without question, but we must ask ourselves: Do his 
Confederate victories discredit all the good he did as College 
President?  

Learn More? 

This pamphlet quotes the Trustees Minutes between October 
13-15, 1870. Both the transcription and the original journal 
are available in W&L Special Collections. As a student, I 



encourage everyone to research and learn more about Lee’s 
entire life and presidency before casting judgment on him. 

“[H]ow enlarged was his [Lee’s] scheme of policy for 
making this college a great school for the training of the 
youth of the country, and desirous, not only to perfect 
that policy as the highest tribute that could be paid to 
his memory, but also to perpetuate the influences of his 
name and example in this Institution for the sake of the 
young men who may hereafter be gathered in its halls.” 

“For such gallantry as Gen. Lee displayed as Commander in 
Chief of the Army of Northern Virginia we extolled him 
deservedly and without stint. But there is more true 
heroism in pursuing the unambitious paths of peace 
than in the clangor and the red artillery of war.” 

“The most munificent patron of our College was George 
Washington: he who reanimated and infused into it new 
and vigorous life, after its prostration by war was Robert 
Edward Lee. How fit it is that two of the most renowned 
names of their respective centuries as Washington and 
Lee be forever hereafter associated indissoluble, as 
Founder and Restorer of our beloved College!” 

“[T]his Institution may hereafter ever express in fit 
conjunction the immortal names of Washington and 
Lee, whose lives were so similar in their perfect renown, 
and with both of whom equally by singular good fortune 
it is entitled to be associated in its future history.” 

“[W]e experience a profound pleasure and pride in 
recognizing the fact that the fame of General Lee, while 
it belongs to the whole country, is in a peculiar sense the 
heritage of Washington College.” 

“A monument shall be erected on the grounds of 
Washington College, to record through the coming 
centuries the unsurpassed glories of Lee, not as much for 

his sake, as for that of the youth of our country, who 
may be stimulated by his great example to emulate his 
virtues.” 

Summary of the Minutes 

A day after Lee died, 8 Trustees met on Thursday, Oct. 13, 
1870 to “prepare a paper” regarding his death, and to 
summon the other Trustees for a meeting on Saturday, Oct. 
15, 1870. 

Saturday, October 15, 1870’s meeting opened with a prayer 
at 9:30 A.M in the Chapel (now known as Lee Chapel).  

The Board of Trustees then heard and approved a list of 
proposals by the Faculty: that his memory be memorialized; 
that monuments and memorials be erected on campus for 
him; that just as Washington, his birthday be celebrated 
yearly; that the school be renamed Washington and Lee; 
and that the Faculty wear a badge of mourning. 

They then recorded a eulogy on Lee before approving more 
proposals by the Faculty: that committees of both Trustees 
and Faculty be formed for the previously approved 
proposals; and that Trustees also wear a badge of mourning. 

Reassembling after a recess lasting until 4 P.M., the Board 
resolved three more proposals: that the school teach future 
generations about Lee’s presidency; that Robert E. Lee be 
buried within the Chapel if Mrs. Lee desires; and that the 
Rector speak with Mrs. Lee about these proposals. 

The Board then heard the requests of the joint committees, 
allowing the Faculty to attend the meeting. They passed a 
series of resolutions: that the main basement room (now the 
Lee Chapel Museum) be made a memorial room to Lee; that 
Lee’s family select the decorations of said room; that the 
Lee family may be buried there; that Lee’s office forever 
remain as he left it; that a collection of papers be gathered 



to capture the “public expressions” of his death; that Lee’s 
birthday be placed on the College Calendar; that a eulogy be 
read (hopefully by Jefferson Davis) on commencement; and 
that further decisions be made on Friday, Oct. 28, 1870. 


