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Coming to College, 1865 
Washington College greatly suffered from 

the Civil War and Hunter’s Raid in 1864.  

• Following the raid, Professor White 
wrote of the “immense damage to the 
College.” Libraries were looted, 
laboratory equipment was broken, and 
furnishings were mutilated. 2	

• Thanks to the intervention of certain 
Union officers and College Trustees, 
the main infrastructure was spared 
(though VMI and much of Lexington 
was not so fortunate). 3	

• Trustees met in June 1865 to determine 

the fiscal loss of the school and to 

acknowledge the vacancy of many 

positions. The following month, Lee 

was offered presidency. After careful 

consideration, he accepted. 4	

About Us 
This brochure seeks to clarify some of Robert 

E. Lee’s many contributions to Washington 

College from 1865 till his death in 1870. 

Unfortunately, his undoubtable influence at the 

institute has been neglected by recent critics. 

Our goal is to impart the W&L community with 

a concise reference of President Lee, lest they 

misjudge his significance to the school. 

Learn More? 
All claims made in this brochure are briefly 

referenced below. For further information, 

please consult the sources within Special 

Collections and Archives, Crenshaw’s General 
Lee’s College 2017 edition, or many accessible 

histories of Lee, Lexington, and W&L. 
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“I think it the duty of every Citizen in 
the present Condition of the Country, 
to do all in his power to aid in the 
restoration of peace & harmony,”  1 
                  ~Robert E. Lee, 1865 

Lee recognized the need for post-

Civil War reconciliation, and he 

believed he could achieve it by 

educating the devastated South. 

He spent his last 5 years humbly 

pursuing such a task. Washington 

and Lee University would not 

exist today without everything his 
presidency accomplished.	

1. Lee swore-in as the 8th President of 
the College on Oct. 2, 1865. He 
requested an “exact and barren” 
oath with no pompous occasion. 5 

2. Lee was a great administrator. He 
advised students on course load, 
maintained order and discipline, 
and earned great respect & publicity 
for the entire community. 6 

3. Lee modernized the curriculum 
into a Liberal Arts school. He 
created the first Journalism school 
in the South, added a Business 
School, Engineering, Spanish and 
other Modern Languages, prepared 
an Agricultural school, required 
History and English, and merged 
the Lexington Law School into the 
College. He gave students the ability 
to take the classes they wanted. 7 

4. Within 3 years, Lee more than 
tripled the number of enrolled 
students. By 1868, Washington 
College had 411 students, compared 
to 505 at Yale. He expanded faculty 
and brought in hundreds of 
thousands of dollars in donations 
from national philanthropists. 8 

5. Lee provided scholarships and 
financial aid for poor & meritorious 
students across the South. 9 

6. Lee ended the school’s century-long 
sectarian conflict, thus bringing in 
more students, faculty, & donors. He 
built a non-denominational Chapel 
on campus to provide optional 
religious service 6 days a week and 
to expand school capacity. 10 

“Recumbent Lee” cenotaph in Lee 
Chapel 	

7. Lee punished students for 
misconduct. In March 1867, Lee 
expelled one student leader and 
reprimanded 4 others for bothering 
the local African-American 
Freedmen’s School. He then posted 
a warning telling students to leave 
the school alone, since that 
behavior was “unbecoming” and 
“disreputable”. 11 

8. Although Lee did not create the 
Honor System, he greatly 
influenced it. By 1867, likely under 
Lee’s direction, honor matters were 
referred to the student body. Lee 
also broadened social life by 
allowing school dances and 
fraternities. 12 

9. Lee died on Oct 12, 1870. His 
funeral and memorial were 
fundamental to the College and 
Lexington’s development. His 
memorial committee commissioned 
the Recumbent Statue days after his 
death, and the Trustees adopted his 
namesake, in honor of “the Restorer 
of our beloved College.” 13 



	


