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ABSTRACT

This dissertation is a study of the life and career
of Benjamin Stoddert Ewell (181i0-1894). A grandson of the
first United States Secretary of the Navy, Benjamin Stoddert,
and son of an old Virginia family, Benjamin Ewell grew up in
Prince William County, Virginia, during the early days o+ the
American republic. Although educated at the United States
Military Academy, Ewell rejected the military life Ffor a
career in college teaching and administratian. After holding
faculty chairs at Hampden~-Sydney College (1839-448) and

Washington College (18446-48), Ewell became, in is4as,
president pro-tempore of the Coliege of William and Mary in
Williamsburg, Virginia. For the next forty years he served

William and Mary as professor (1849-54) and president
{1848-49; 1854-88).

Ewell’s years were troubled ones +for the colonial
college. In the ante-bellum period, financial difficulties
and a dearth o+ students--problems common to almost all
hineteenth century college presidents-~~constantly threatened
the cotlege’s existence. In 1859 fire destroved the main
building, and Ewell faced the difficult problems of
rebuilding. During the Civil War, in which Colonel Ewell
served as adjutant to Confederate generasl Joseph E. Johnston,
the college was burned again, this time by Union troops.
Rebuilding after 1865 depleted the school’s endowment, and
its location in the inaccessible and economically depressed
Tidewater region of Virginia discouraged student enrollment.
Ewell’s efforts to obtain reparations from Congress came to
naught. In 1882, William and iMary was forced to close.

Ewell always cansidered the college a 1iving monument to
Virginia’s years of glory during the period of the Revolution
and Early Republic. On the basis of this beliet, his
dedication to William and Mary was so complete that his

biography necessarily becomes a history of the college. In
all] its adversity Ewell kept the faith that Wililiam and Mary
wauld survive and fought unrelentingly to prevent the
institution’'s removal +rom Williamsburg. After William and

Mary closed, he remained as president to protect both its
charter and its buildings. Finally, in 1888, he led a
successful campaign to make the colonial college a normal
school for white males, thereby assuring its continued
existence, its financial stability, and its location in
Virginia’s colonial capital.
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INTRODUCTION

This biography of Benjamin Stoddert Ewell (1810-18%4)
is intended to serve a three-fold purpose. First, and
foremost, it is a study of Ewell's 1life and career with
particular attention to his faorty-year service as president
and professor at the College of William and dMary in
Williamsburg, Virginia. Secondly, it explaores the
much-neglected 1848-1888 period in the history of that
callege. Finally, it is haoped this study will make a
contribution to the history of higher education in the South,
a similarly neglected topic.

Benjamin Ewell was born in Georgetown, District of
Columbia, during the presidency of James Madisoan. A grandsaon
of first United States Secretary of the Navy Benjamin
Staoddert and son of a prominent, praud, but impoverished
Virginia family, Benjiamin spent most of his youth on the
family farm in Prince William County in Morthern Virginia.
Thomas Jefferson was a frequent visitor to the Ewell farm,
and Benjamin remembered visits to Mount Vernon. He came to
revere the values of the Revolution and the Early Republic
and tao treasure Yirginia’s days of glary and nationail
proaminence. Later, his regret at the passing of that era
would greatly influence his persanal and career decisions.

2
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Although educated at the United States HMilitary Academy,
Ewell rejected the military life +for academia and spent
fifty-two vears as professor and/or president at institutions
of higher learning in Virginia. After holding professorships
at Hampden-Sydney Caollege (183%9-1844) and Washington College
(1845-1848), he accepted the presidency of the College of
William and Marwy. His thirty-five vyear tenure as president
of the colonial college was exceeded only by that of James
Blair wha held the post for fifty vear. At many paints +rom
1848 to 1888 Ewell’s story becomes the story of William and
Mary.*

When Ewell arrived at William and Mary, the college
was closed and had no students) when he retired in 1888, the
college was closed and had no students. In the interim he
would guide the school thraugh vyears ot financial
difficulties, low enrollment, two disastrous +ires, and three
interruptions of its collegiate exercises. One of these
closings occurred during the Civil War when most of the
students and faculty left to serve the Confederate cause.
Although he had been a strong Unionist, Ewell served with
General John Bankhead Magruder in the Peninsula Campaign of
1862 and spent more than a year as adjutant to General Joseph
E. Johnston in the western threatre of aperations. After the
war, Ewell returned to William and Mary to deal with = myriad
of prablems. The necessity of rebuilding the main building,

burned by Union troops in 1862, nearly destroyed the school’'s
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endowment, already severely depleted by investment in
Confederate bonds. The snocial anhd economic dislocatiens of
the Reconstruction years contributed to a dearth of students,
and Ewell had repeatedly to +Ffight efforts to remove the
college from its Williamsburg site to a more favorable and
accessible loecation. When Ewell’s efforts to obtain
reparations from the federal government for the burning of
the college and appeals to the State o+ Virginia +far gid
tailed, William and Mary was forced once again to close. Far
the next six years Ewell remained as president, although
there were no students. Finally, in 1888, the Virginia
General Assembly agreed to support William and bMary as a
normal schoal for white males. Throughout it all Ewell kept
the faith, never +orsaking his belie+ that to asbanhdon William
and Mary was to abandon a living relic of Virginia’s past.

When Benjamin Ewell died in 1894, having lived all
but sixteen years of the nineteenth century, Grover Cleveland
was serving his second term as president of the United
States. Although Virginia still suffered from effects of the
War, the United States was fast becoming an industrial power
and an increasingly materialistic nation. As with the
society of which it was part, Willism and Mary was not the
"school for gentlemen® that Ewell had so staunchly defended
since 1848. The institution was, however, still located in
its traditional Williamsburg site and remained a viable part

of Virginia’s system of higher education. Much of the credit
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far the resolution o+ its troubles the rcnolleac owed to
Benjamin Ewell for his steadfast refnsal tn let William and
Mary die.

Benjamin Ewell’s story has remained untold for too
long, as has that of the college with which his name is
irrevocably associated. No complete history of the Colleqge
aoaf William and Mary exists nor, as far as the author knows,
has one ever been attempted. The years since 1800 have
received little attention, perhaps because historians have
been more interested in recounting the college's beginhings
and its contributions to the Revolution than in investigating
the less prosperous era that followed. The Ewell years have
usually been dismissed in a sentence or two ar presented as a
sort of romance. In the events and adversities of these
vyears lies an essential link between the college’s past and
its pressnt. It is a story of struggle and disappointment,
aof successes and failures, of compromise and endurance. It
is a story worth telling, a history worth writing.=

Ewell’s struggles as president of a Southern college
in the last half of the nineteenth century were, perhaps, of
greater magnitude than those of most of his counterparts, but
they were not unhique. The story aof his career and of the
College of William and Mary during his presidency is part of
a much larger history, that of higher education in the South.
Historians of education in the United State have almost

universally failed to recognize the particular prablems of
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Southern institutions, especially in the post-war period.
Most have tohcenhtrated on the establishment of land-grant
schaols, graduate institutions, and large mid-western
universities, on admission standards and curriculum retorm.
with scarce mention of the many older Southern colleges that
fought simply to survive. It is hoped this study o+ the life
of Benjamin Ewell will illuminate a small part of that
story.=
The reader will quickly learn that the author has
ogreat admiration for Benjamin Ewell and finds the Ewell
family fascinating if eccentric. One can only. regret that
limited sources prevent greater knowledge of Benjamin’s
vouth, family life, and early career. He was a brilliant,
articulate, and compassionate mahn. Possessed o+ both charm
and wit, he was well liked even by those who disagreed with
him. Some will not judge his career a success ahd will
perhaps regret his lack of personal ambition! few will deny
the unusual quality of his dedication to a cause so seemingly

hopeless.



NOTES FOR INTRODUCTION

ltEwell served as president of the College of
William and DMary, 1848-1849, before becoming a professor
during the presidency of Bishaop John Johns, 184%9-183549. In
18549 Ewell againh assumed the office, a post he wauld haold
vntil his retirement in 1888.

25. E. tiorpurgo,Their Majesties’ Rovall
Colledge: William and Mary in the Seventeenth and Eighteenth

Centuries (Williamsburg, Va.! The Endowument Association ot
the College of William and Mary of Virginia, 1276} is the
ohly +ull asccount of the early years. It is greatly detailed
but not altogether satisfactory. On the quick dismissal of
the Ewell vyears see, for example, l.Lyen Gardiner Tyler,
Williamsburg: The 0l1d Colonial Capital (Richmond:
Whittet & Shepperson, 1907), p. 192, Lisa Heuvel, "The Peal
That Wakes no Echo: Benjamin Ewell and the College aof William
and Mary,” Virginia Cavalrade, Fall 19781 70-77, and

Parke Rouse, Jr., A House {for a President: 2350 Years on
the Campus of the Colleqge aof William and Mary {Richmond:
Dietz Press, 1983) are limited but somewhat fuller accounts.

SSee, +or example, Lawrence A. Cremin,
American Education: The Mational Experience, 1783-1874&
(New York: Harper & Row, 1980); Frederick Rudolph, The
American College and University: A History New York:
Alfred Knop+, 19s52) and Curriculum: A History of the American
Undergraduate Course of Study Since 1636 (San Francisco!
Jaossey-Bass Publishers, 1277) % Geotrrge P. Schmidt, The
Liberal Arts Colleqe: A Chapter in American Cultural
History (New Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers University Press,
1957) . FMost colleges in the South have been the subject of
written histories. The sources are more than adequate for a
general study of education in the South and for the inclusion
of the Southern experience in general surveys of American
educatian.




CHAPTER I

HER1ITAGE

In 1810 Georgetown, District of Columbia, still
showed signs of the thriving seaport and trading center it
had been in the late colonial era. This elegant and
prosperous ald commuhity, founded in 1495 and located at the
head of nhavigation on the Potomac River, had failed of
selection as the primary site for the new federal district
but remained the commercial and social center of the city of
Washington. At the carner of 34th and Prospect Streets
stands a large, Georgian-style, brick mansion called Haleyon
House built in 1783 by Benjamin Stoddert, one of Geargetaown’s
leading merchants and first United States Secretary of the
Navy. In 1810 the Stoddert home, which overlooks the Potomac
River and the rolling Virginia countryside to the south, was
the residence of Staddert’s eldest daughter Elizabeth and her
husband Dr. Thomas Ewell. Here, on the +fifteenth of June,
their first saoan, Behnjamin Stoddert Ewell, was born.?t

Elizabeth Stoddert Ewell had herself been baorn and
raised in Halcyon House, and it held many memories for her of
the brilliant society in which her parents had moved. She

was exceedingly proud of her +father’s military record, his
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important political and caoammercial positions, the people he
had known and entertained. She never allowed young Benjamin
to forget the Stadderts’® gonod connections or the prominence
o+ the grand+ather for whom he was named.=

Benjamin Stoddert, born at Bladensburg, Maryland, in
1751, served as captain of a Maryland cavalry unit during the
Revolution and received a severe wound at the Battle of
Branhdywine Creek in September 1277, Failing to recover fully
from his injuries, he resigned from the service in April
1279, and +from September (779 wuptil February 1781 served
under John Adams as Secretary of the Board of War. On 127
June 1781 Stoddert married Rebecca Lowndes of Bladensburg, a
daughter of shipping magnate Christopher Lowndes. He settled
with his bride in Georgetown where he became a successful and
prasperous shipping merchant and began construction of his
home on the FPotomac. Elizabeth, the Stoddert’'s second child
and eldest daughter, was born 2 September 1794. In 1791, at
the request of President George Washington, Stoddert
conducted private negotiations to purchase land--at lawer
prices than the government couwld command--for the proposed
site af the new capital at Washingtaon. Az an original
proptrietor of land included in the federal district he
profited from many of these 11land deals. His position as
incorporator, and later president, of the Bank of Columbia,
organized in 1793 to handle land transactions in the District

of Columbkbia, further increased his advantage and
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assets.™
In May 1798 Congress, fearful of war with France and
adhering to John Adams?’ policy of armed neutrality and the
strengthening of national defenses, created a Department of
the NMavy. Adams appointed his old friend Stoddert to the new
cabinet post. The Stoddert=s moved to Philadelphia, and there
fourteen-year-old Elizabeth was introduced to the social
milieu she would crave all her life. Dances, tea parties,
and social vigits filled the days and evenings. Years later
she entertained her own children with stories of Abigail
Adams’ visits to Rebecca Stoddert, and of the large plum
cakes the President’s wife always brought. Elizabeth
attended Madame Capron’s French Schootl to study dancing,
music, and manners. For the rest of her 1lite she would
never, when sitting, allaow her back to touch the back of her
chair, a posture she had been taught was reqguired of gentle

ladies.=
When the government moved to Washington in the summer
of 1800, the Stodderts returned to Georgetown. Benjamin
would continue to serve as Secretary of the Navy until
shortly after the inauguration of Thomas Jefferson in March
1801. When her mather died a vyear later Elizabeth became
mistress of Halcyon House and hostess to her father’s friends
and associates. One aof these associates was Thomas Ewell, a
yvyoung physician, whom she married 3 MMarch 1807 at Halcyon

House. Her children would never be allowed to faorget that
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the future President and drs. James Madison were among the
guests. Shortly after his daughter’s marriage Behjamin
Stoddert’s financesy, hurt by the effects on trade of the
European war and badly overextended in public projects and
iand speculation, reached a crisis. He handed over
management o+ his business affairs and his home in Georgetown
to his new son-in-law and returned to Bladensburg where he
died, deeply in debt, in December 1813.°

If Elizabeth Ewell was heritage-proud, s0 toa was
Thomas Ewell. The Ewell's were, as one descendant put it,
"purely Virginian." The best available evidence indicates
that the +first Ewell to settle in America was James Ewell who
appea?s in Accomac County, Virginia, records in 14648,
Charles Ewell, son of James, settled in St. Mary’s Parish,
Lancaster County, around 1710, havinhg received a substantial
grant o+ land. Two of Charles Ewell's sons, Charles and
Bertrand, baught large tracts of land in Prince William
County, Virginia, sometime prior to 1732 and became the
praogenitors of the "Prince William Ewells.®” Jesse Ewell,
eldest son of Charles Ewell II and father of Thomas Ewell,
was born at Bel Air, his father’s estate near Dumfries,
Virginia, in 17243. By the time Thomas Ewell was born in
1785, Ewell familly estates were scattered aover the length and
breadth of Prince William County, and the Ewells had become a
perfect example of the entangled cousinry so prevalent among

Virginia’s upper class in the eighteenth century. Brothers
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of one family married sisters of anotherj a majority married
+irst cousins, sometimes successively. Jesse Ewell married
his +First cousin, Charlotte Ewell, thereby making his
contribution to inbreeding among the Ewells.=®

Thomas Ewell was the fourth son and seventh child of
the eighteen children of Jesse and Charlotte Ewell. He grew
up at Bel Air in the early vyears of American independence and
asspciated with many Virginians responsible for shaping the
new government. The Ewells were distant neighbors of the
Washingtohs and frequently visited at Mount Vernon. Jesse
Ewell’s sister Mariannhe was wife of Dr. James Craig, Ffriend
and physician te Washington. Thomas Ewell's sister Fanny,
ten years his senior, married FParson bMason Locke Weems, early
biographer of Washington and author of the hatchet and cherry
tree legend. Thomas Jefferson had been Jesse Ewell’s close
friend and classmate at the College aof William and Mary and
often spent the night at Bel Air on his travels to and Ffram
Washington. Thomas Ewell was proud of these connections, of
the fact that his grandfather, Charles, had served with
Colonel George Washington at Winchester in 1735, and of his
father’s service as colonel of militia in the Revolution. He
took care that his children--especially Benjamin, the eldest
son~-khew and appreciated their aristocratic Virginia
heritage. Benjamin learned his lessons well, Throughout his
long career as president of the College of William and Mary,

and in all his efforts to save the institution, Benjamin
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Ewell was qguided by a visian af Virginia compaosed of

nostalgia for itg days of Revolutionary greatness and
admiration for the social values of that era. William and
Mary was to become for him a 1living symbol of that

vision.”

At about the age of fourteen, Jesse Ewell apprenticed
his san Thomas to study medicine first with Dr. George Graham
of Dumfries and then with Dr. John Weems in Washington.
Young Thamas proved a brilliant student, and in 1803 Jesse
Evell "sold seven Negroes and land near the Falls" to pay +for
a two-year course of lectures at the University of
Pennsylvania with Dr. Benjamin Rush. After graduation bDr.
Thomas Ewell secured the aid of his father's old friend,
Jef+erson, in obtaining first a commission as surgeon at the
naval haspital in New York City and later, after his marriage
to Elizabeth Stoddert, at the Navy Yard in Washington, D.C.
President Jefferson’s intercession on behalf of Jesse Ewell’s
son was strictly a gesture of friendship and not of political
interest. Thomas Ewell was an ardent Federalist and taught
Federalist principles "to such of his children as were old
enough to understand." Much later Benjamin would describe
himsel+ as a "birthright Federalist." Thomas Ewell was still
employed at the Washington pMavy Yard when Benjamin, his
second child and +irst son, was born.®

Benjamin would remember life in his father's house as

anything but ordinary. Thomas Ewell had charming manners, a



14
searching mind, and displayed extraordinary talent for
research, invention, and auvwthorship. He was also reckless
and irresponsible, and seems ta have suffered from both
depression and alcoholism. He entered into his wvarious
pursuits with exaggerated energy and enthusiasm, and as
quickly lost interest in them. Always described by +friends
as well as family members as "ececentric,” he had a taste for
the goond life, and Elizabeth Ewell +ound his eponvivial habits
unbecoming to he+ status in Washington saciety. As a result
o+ his personality and habits, Ewell repeatedly f+ound
himself¥ in difficult situations, and on these occasions he
turned to his father’s Ffriend Jeffersan For advice and
support. Jefferson’s letters to Thomas Ewell, destroved at
the family home in Prince William during the Civil War, vere
"full of counsel, suggestions how in difficult positions of
atfairs to act, [and]l full of the mast delicately worded
warnings." Thomas Ewell valued the letters but ighored the
advice as he cantinued to engage in behavior calculated to
shoclk Washington's upper crust.”®

Betuween 1805 and 1828 Ewell published four books on
the theoary and practice of medicine, one on the practical
applications of chemistry to everyday lite, and the +irst
American edition of Humes'?®s essays. Medically and
scientifically he was far ahead of his time, but official
Washington was unready to consider his plan +far a 1yinhg-in

hospital in that city, to be devoted to the study of women’s
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and infants’® diseases and supported by national subscriptions
nor did early nineteenth century ladies take kindly to his
suggestion that thelyr +fainting spells, tears, and tantrums
were due to physical causes and not to sensibility. In his

Discourses on pMModern Chemistry (1808), written at the

age of twenty, Dr. Ewell advocated the use of chemical
fertilizers, soil testing, and insect control for better crop
production and urged heat conservation and caonstruction of
houses to contorm to the laws af heat to prevent desecration
of American forests. Many vears wauld pass before such
advice would be taken seriously. Ewell’s family was socially
embarrassed when the Catholic Church of Georgetaown publicly
censured his edition of Hume’'s essays. He refused to back
down, declaring that the public should be credited with
intelligence enough to read them without Christian belie+t
being undermined, *°

Since 18092 Thomas Ewell had served at the Washington
Navy Yard under James Madison’s Secretary of the MNavy, FPaul
Hamiltonh, a close friend for whom he hamed his second son.
At badison’s second inaugural celebration in 1813, Hamilton,
no longer able to hide his alcoholism, displayed public
drunkeness and was forced, shortly after, to resign. The new
Secretary, William Jones, promptly requested Ewell’s
resignatian. The reason +for the Secretary’s action is
unclear, but Ewell believed it politically motivated and

protested to Madison that the "cruel injustice" was a
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viplation of a pledge of continuance given him when Jefferson

left office.??

After leaving the Navy, Ewell returned to privaté
practice in Geargetawn and to the management of his ouwn
business and professional affairs. When Benjamin Stoddert
died in 1813, Ewell, as executor, also assumed responsibility
for Stodderts’s estate. In none of these activities was he
particularly successful. As a physician he was interested
only in cases requiring complicated diagnosis or providing
apportunity for testing new treatment wmethods. On o©ne
occasion he was nearly lynched by a mob +for dissecting the
brain of a recently deceased patient without permission from
the man’s widow. As his practice gradually declined he
turned to other enterprises. In 1812 he had built a plant in
Bladensburg to manufacture gunpowder by a process he had
recently invented, a process which employed the rolling
rather than pounding of powder, and was designed to lessen
the risk of explosiaons. Ewell found that his reputation for
recklessness and for experimentation with untried methods had
preceded him when he encountered strong opposition from some
citizens of Bladensburg. Only one small explosion, however,
occurred during Ewell’'s ownership. With the United States at
war, the manufactory might have been successful had not the
Navy refused to hanar a contract to buy powder, on the
grounds that it was defective. When Congress refused to

honar his claim against the Navy, Ewell was unable to absorb
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the loss and was forced to sell the business. The new owners
promptly proceeded to blow up the works and Ewell hever
collected on the sale. Much of his capital was tied wup in
Stoddert's business vehtures, but Stoddert’s creditors were
50 humerous that Ewell seems to have collected from the
Stoddert estate only the stock he had held in the Anacostia
Bridge Company. The upper bridge aover the Anacostia River,
built in 1805 by Benjamin Stoddert and several associates,
was burned by order of American military authorities when the
British captured Washington on 249 August 1814, This time
Ewell had better luck with Congress. In March 1815 Ewell’s
claim was honored and the bridge rebuilt with public
funds,. =
With his energies so divided, Thomas Ewell had hnhot
the time--nor, perhaps, the inclination--to be an attentive
father. Benjamin remarked that the family hardly Kkhnew him
and that he always felt his father did not care for him. Dr.
Ewell did, haowever, recagnize his eldest son’s academic
ability and in 1817, when Benjamin was seven years aold,
arranged for him to attend the preparatory department of
Georgetown College, a Roman Catholic institution lacated
about four blocks +from Haleyon House, Benjamin remained
there for only a few months, but he made certain that the
schoal would not soon forget him. On his first day of
attendance, having heen told by some joking students that it

was the proper place to stable his mount, he rode his pony
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into the main academic building. He was sent home and told
to return on foot. His participation in the 1817 Commencement
exercises produced Benjamin Ewell’s favorite story--one he
wpuld tell repeatedly in later wvears to anhyone who would
listen. In 1815 Congress granted Georgetown College the
right to confer collegiate degreesj the 1817 celebration
honared its first graduating class, Everyone was anxious
lest things hot go smoothly. Young Benjamin practiced for
haurs a shaort piece of poetry he was to recite at the close
of the cerembhy, anhd he "anticipated a great triumph." Being
farced to wait from 11:00 A.M. until 4:00 P.M., he fell
asleep. When called on, he awoke not knowing where he was,
and, catching a glimpse af the waiting audience, began to
Cry. He remembered being "hustled off the stage when
ridicule and frouns were bestaowed withaut stint." He alwavs
claimed this ended his aspirations to be a brilliant orator.
Despite his lack of triumph on this occasion, Georgetown
College made a deep impression on him. For the rest of this
life he felt a profound admiration faor the Catholic Church,
and from time to time flirted with the notion of joining
it. 2>

Benjamin's training at Georgetown ended in 1818 when
Thomas Ewell, in an effort to rejuvenate his +loundering
career, took the Ffamily to PFPhiladelphia where he again
attended lectures at the Univeristy of Pennsylvania. After a

vyear of study Ewell brought Elizabeth and their five children
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back to Washington but not ta the Staoddert home in
Georgetown. While in Philadelphia Dr. Ewell had had a house
built on Lafayette Square, across the street from the White
House. The federal district in 1812 was still a +frontier
town with a handful of private residences, several crowded
hotels, few sidewalks, and no streetlights. When the Ewell’'s
moved in, only twa other structures stood on Lafayette
Square: St. John’s Episcopal Church and the new Stephen
Decatur house. Benjamin and his older sister Rebecca
remembered watching from an attic window azs Decatup was
braught home mortally wounded after a duel with Commodore
James Barron at the Bladensburg duelling grounds on 22 March
1820. Without doubt they alsa kept an eye on activities
across the street at the White House, then occupied by
President James Monroe, but they were to enjoy this privilege
for only a short time. In 1820 Thomas Ewell, having failed
to revive his practice, his finances in a desperate state,
and his health tailing, rented his home to Secretary of the
Navy Smith Thompson and took his family home to Prince
William County, Virginia.:<

Benjamin Ewell spent the remainder o+t his vyouth on
the &00 acre estate near banassas that Thomas Ewell bought
from Solomon Ewell, his first cousin and brother-in—-1aw.
Soloman had called the +arm "Belleville,® but Benjamin
immediately rechristianed it "Stony Lonesome" in tribute to

the rocky soil and the general air of loneliness that
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pervaded the place. The Ewell children came to 1love Stony
Lonesome and the rural society o©of Neoerthern Virginia, but
Elizabeth Ewell found it a +far ecry Ffrom the society of
Georgetown and Washington. The rocky 5011 resisted
cultivation, and, having dealt only with house serwvants, she
found the field hands impudent and recalcitrant. To make
matters worse, Thomas Ewell, increasingly unable to control
his alcoholism and depression, withdrew from family and
friends. One of his children would describe his life in the
Prince William vyears as "chequered." In 1822 +financial
insolvency farced sale of his remaining stock in the
Anacostia Bridge Company, and henceforth money was a sScarce
commodity in the Ewell home. The following year Thomas began

work on a medical guide to be called The American Family

Physician. Sale o+ the volume might have alleviated his

pecuniary difficulties, but he lost the manuscript just after
its completion and, in order to meet the publisher’s
deadline, was forced to rewrite hurriedly and from memary.
Despite the book’s rough form, Ewell sent copies to James
Madison and Thomas Jefferson requesting their assistance in
securing a medical chair at the new University of Virginia at
Charlottesville. Neither seems to have interceded on his
behal+f. In any case, this was the last attempt Ewell would
make to revive his career. ©On the first day of bMay 1826 he
died at the age of forty. Elizabeth Stoddert Ewell never

forgave him his failures; when each of her sons reached
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adulthood she urged him to drop the name Ewell and take
"Stoddert" as a surname.?®

After Thomas Ewell’s death, Elizabeth became sole
supporter of eight children. Besides fifteen-year-old
Benjamin, there was Rebecca Lowndes, seventeens Paul
Hamil tan, fourteens Elizabeth Stoddert, twelvesj Richard
Stoddert, ninej Virginia, 3ix} Thomas, fours and William
Staoddert, ane. Twa girls had died in infancy. The family
could depend for income only on the relatively unproductive
farm and on rent of %300 to $4600 a vear from the haouse on
Lafayette Square which for many years served as a residence
+or cabinet members. Elizabeth Ewell was determined,
strong-willed, and praoud. She refused to borrow money or to
accept help from her brothers and sisters. Young Benjamin
shared her attitude and wrote that while he deplored the
"unavoidable misfortunes which have reduced us to the state
in which we now are," he would rather "eat the bread & fish
of the poorest negro than that of magnificent dependence."
Concerned that the family not +fall into "a state of
vulgarity," Elizabeth reminded her children of her sacrifices
and insisted they behave in a manner becoming their heritage.
Social position, she insisted, was defined by birth, not
wealth, and "when thaose who are gentry by birth lose their
money . . . they do not think themselves lowered by it, as it
is only an accident not affecting their rank in reality.”

Although a stern and domineering parent and much concerned
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with the opinions of others, she did not succeed in defeating
the tendency of her children to think and act independently,
often without regard +or her opinions ar that of their
peers. s

Benjamin, how male head of the family, took his new
role in stride and did what he could ta alleviate financial
hardship. With some help from his brothers Paul and Richard,
he sold garden produce grawn at Stony Lonesome. Years later
his sister Elizabeth declared that his "exertions L[and]
sufferings" on the family’s behalf¥ had prevented a total
wreck of their fortunes. Despite his efforts, the +amily
often went hungry, and Richard Ewell would remember many
evehnings when he had only a piece of cornbread for
supper.**

All who remembered Benjamin Ewell as a young mahn
described him as gregarious, independent, and strong-willed,
with a direct manner and a droll sense of humor. He was
proud of his heritage and did his best to see that his
brothers and sisters behaved properly, but he did not share
his mother’s concern that the family might fall into a "state
of vulgarity." Benjamin enjoyed the rural social 1life Prince
William offered, especially "tippling a pint" now and then,
and often took his mother to task +or "not wishing us to be
on an equality with our rough, uncultivated neighbors." Like
his father he had charming manners which would, in addition

to a magnetic persanality, prove his greatest assets
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throughout a long career. Friends and assnciates wauld aften
disagree with him--few would not like him.®

The Ewell children remembered vividly the austerity
and deprivation of those years at Stony IlLonesome, but they
als0o had pleasant recollections. First there was the music.
Elizabeth Ewell had brought with her, from her father's house
in Georgetown, a grand piano which she taught Rebecca and
Elizabeth to play. Several of the children played guitar and
Ben played the {lqge. Family musicales were frequent and gay
affairs. Then there was Fanny Brown, a Free mulatto woman
whom the children called "Mammy," and who had come to Stany
Lonesome with the family. Benjamin Stoddert had bought her
for his daughter, and Thomas Ewell had +freed her far her
dedication in nursing him through a severe tever. She
remained with the family as a wage-earner, thaough seldom
paid, until her death in 1857 at the age of ninety. Benjamin
remembered bMammy as one of the greatest influences in his
life and the source of some of his fondest memories. A
kindly but high-tempered woman of dignified presence and with
formal manners, Mammy was nurse, advisor, and surrogate
mother to Elizabeth Ewell’s brood. A benevolent tyrant, who
always had her way, and the children both loved and feared
her. Mammy was also a Roman Catholic, and it was likely she
who influenced Benjamin’s sister Elizabeth to convert to
Catholicism and enter the Convent of Visitation at

Georgetown. 0Only with difficulty did the elder Elizabeth, ahn
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Episcopalian, dissuade Rebecca from joining her sister. Even
Benjamin would express many times his regret at not following
Mammy’s lead and joining the Church.?*”*

Elizabeth Ewell knew she would not be able to offer
her sons wealth or assure them the social status she felt to
have been their birthright. She could, however, see that
they were educated for positions as professional  menj this
goal became for her almost an aobsession. As the eldest son,
Benjamin was her first problem. In the early years at Stony

Lonesome he had attended a neighborhood school where he

showed great promise as a student. At about the age of
fourteen he began study with a tutor who reported that "his
correct deportment, unceasing application, and rapid
improvement . . . have heenh seldom equalled . . . by any
youth that studied under me." Thomas Ewell had brought with
him to Prince William a "fine and well chosen" libraryj Ben

made good use of it and especially favored works in history
and literature. That he shaowed unusual abilityr and shared
his father’s inquiring mind there was no doubt, but the
problem of financing a college education remained.=e

After weighing the alternatives, especially inh terms
of the Ewells®’ straitened circumstances, Elizabeth ctoncluded
that she had only one viable course of action. Perhaps the
grandson of Benjamin Stoddert could obtain an appointment to
the United States Military Academy at West Point, Mew York.

Certainly Benjamin had the family conhnections and academic
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ability. Elizabeth only hoped she could convince the right
politicians that her son should be educated at public

expense.
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CHAPTER II

CADET AND EMNGINEER

West Point had much to recommend it, at least fr-om
Elizabeth Ewell’s point of view. First among its advantages
was the fact that it was free. In the 18205 the NMilitary
Academy required ho competitive examinations and candidates
were usually selected by Congressmen and appointed by the
President upon the advice of the Secretary of War. The
Secretary made his recommendations on the basis, at least
theoretically, of poverty and the service of the candidate’s
family to the hation. On arrival at West Point the candidate
was reguired to complete successfully a series of entrance
examihnations before being accepted as a cadet. In practice
this procedure meant that most appointments went to the sons
of politiecal and social leaders who had the advantages of
goad connhections, old-family status, and opportunity for
adequate preparatory education. This, in turn, lent social
prestige to a West Point degree. Elizabeth Ewell believed
her eldest son had the necessary family connections +for
admission, and certainly the social distinction of such an
education was desirable. Further there were the academic

advantages and the cturriculum the Military Academy could

30
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offer.

Founded by the federal government in 1802, the
Academy had suffered a rocky beginning, but after 1817--under
the guidance op¥f Superintendent Sylvanus Thaver--it bacame
increasingly known for the excellence of its course and the
success of its graduates, Instruction in mathematics and
engineering science dominated the curriculum at this the
+irst technical college in the United States, to the almost
total exclusion of the classical studies which reigned in all
other American ingtitutions. Inereasing national interest in
internal improvements, accompanied by a serious shortage of
trained engineers, made engineering a promising profession.
Young Benjamin had shown exceptional ability in mathematics.
Despite all this, he preferred to study law and perhaps,
givenh a choice, would have chasen to attend aone of Virginia’s
private or state-supported colleges. But economics ruled the
decision, and he acquiesced in his mother’s efforts to gsend
him to the Military Academy on the banks of the Hudson
River.?

Scarcely a month after Thomas Ewell’s death,
Elizabeth began what would prove to be a lengthy campaign to
convince the proper authorities that her son belonged at West
Point. She turned first to United States Representative and
family Friend Charles Fentaon Mercer of Loudoun GCaunty,
Virginia. Mercer informed her that both places allowed

Virginia had been filled for 1826-27 and suggested she seek
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an at-large appointment from Secretary of War, and farmer
Governor of Virginia, James Barbour. Over the next two
vears, with support from Mercer and armed with endorsements
from Benjamin's tutors, Elizabeth bombarded Barbour's office
with letters stressing her son’s relatiaonship ta Benjamin
Stoddert, Stoddert’s service in the Revolution, his +failure
to receive any pension, and the +family’s current poverty.
Finally, onh the advice of HhMercer and another +amily +riend,
Gavernor Joseph Kent of Maryland, she convinced Benjamin to
try a personal approach. In the spring of 1828, with letters
of recommendation fraom Kent and Mercer in hand, Benjamin went
to Washington to see Barbour. In his letter Kent wrote:

The young gentleman (who willl . . .hand you this has
been for the last year or two a candidate {for admission
at West Point. . . . Naotwithstanding the strong claims
this young gentleman has wupon the public Ffavour in
consequence of the services of his ancestor, I feel more
interested for his success from the conviction that his
receiving an education at West Point would be a public
benefit. Rely on it he is no ordinary youth. This you
can ascertain by conversing with him. With proper

advantages he wpuld make a prodigy in mathematical
science. . . .I will agree he shall be dismissed Lfroml

the school i+ he is not at the head of any class he shall

be put {in at the end of four months.=
In late March Benjamin signed the articles of
enlistment binding himsel+ to serve the United States as a
cadet far Ffive vyears. The lesson that face-to-face
splicitatiion might succeed where all else had failed was not
lost on Benjamin. People seemed to respond to his friendly

and charming manner, his wit, his conversational ability. In

the future wheh faced with a difficult problem requiring much
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persuasian, he would make every effort to present his case in
person.<

In July 1828 Benjamin left Stony Lonesome for New
York Ccity where he would catch & steamer for the six-hour
trip to West Point. Elizabeth had managed to scrape together
enough money for travel and clothing but nothing for
contingent expenses. Distressed by the situation, Mammy gave
him ten dpollars although she had received no wages for more
than a vyear. The account of her kindhness on this occasion
later became a favorite in Benjamin’s repertoire ot
ahecdotes. Upan arrival at the Academy, he experienced his
first taste o+ the garrison life he would grow increasingly
to dislike over the hext four years.=®

Life at West Point under Superintendent Sylvanus
Thayver {(1817-1833) offered a rigid code of disecipline,
constant supervision, a +full schedule, no uhnecessary
comforts, and monotony. An austere, inflexible, and aloof
man--cadets swore he never smiled-~--Thayer was also an
impartial disciplinarian. Concerned that West Point was too
often considered a school for the privileged, Thayer
determined to make it an institution where an individual’s
standing depended solely on merit rather than on adventitious
circumstances of birth, wealth, or intltuence. Instruction,
discipline, food, clathing, and quarters were meted gut alike
to all. Convinced that desirable moral wvalues, duty, honor,

and lovalty could best be encouraged by clean living, Thayer
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forbade drinking, card playing, gambling, tobacco, games, the
reading of novels, swimming in the river, musical
instruments, and the writing for publication of anvthing
concerning the Academy. Accommadations were spartan. The
quarters, where cadets slept two to a room on mattresses on
the floor, were cold inh winter and hot in summer. In the
regular winter session cadets put in fifteen-hour days filled
with study, drill, anhd policing of the buildings and grounds.
Superintendent Thayer had eliminated the summer leaves
previously granted and instituted a summer encampment during
which cadets lived in tents, practiced tactical manuevers,
and learned the art of scldiering. The only break in this
routine came at the end of a cadet’s third year when he was
allowed a two-month summer +urlough--at no other time could
he leave the past. The early nineteenth century curriculum
offered a wide variety of mathematics and natural science
courses necessary to engineeringj French, necessary +or the
nse of military texts in that language; topoaraphical
drawing; and a capstone course in moral philasophy and
political science. Cadets received a daily 9grade in each
course. In January ahd June, Thayertr, the professoaors, and
members of the Board of Visitors suhjected each cadet to five
hours of gruelling examination.®

Cadet Ewell, as with most cadets before and since,
found much at West Point of which to complain. The food was

*tiresome."” The ill-4itting, constraining uniforms did not
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it comfortably on his five-feet, four-inch frame. Money was
a constant problem. All cadets, forbidden to bring money
with them aor to receive any from home, were forced to live on
the eighteen dollars a month the government paid them, an
ampunt they never actually received. Each cadet’s pay was
deposited in his account at the commissary to be drawn upon
for necessities. It was never enough, and most cadets were
constantly in debt, a state of affairs that brought
curtailment of the few privileges allowed. Ewell descyr ibed
his account as always "grossly deficient.” He missed his
friends at home, especially the ladies, and found West Point
an "isolated" and "insulated" spot that offered "little
variety in the diurnal routine of a cadet’'s life." To his
sister Elizabeth he wrote:

Ouyr recreations are very few. They consist in
walking over a plain about 800 vards in diameter & in the
enjoyment of each other’s society (which, to me at least,
is rather mare aof 8 bore than anything else) when it is
not study hour or drill. By far the most profitable and
pleasant of our time is . . . spent in the fdless Hall.
There are a very few ladies on the Point & those who are
here are pretty ugly which is not at aill cangenial with
my tastes who [sic] have been accustomed to
beauty.=

Ewell also +found the curriculum monotonous. He

complainedthat he spent most of his time studying mathematics
"which will never be of any service unless I should become a
teacher.” Super+ luous or hot, he thrived oh the
secientifically—-oriented course of study except during his

first semester as a "plebe" when he gained a reputation Ffor

indolence and came very tlose to failure. On this opccasion
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Elizabeth Ewell, remarking that she would not have him
"jidling about at home or sauntering about with the ladies,"®
scolded him seriously for his failure to study and held up to
him as an example one whose reputation as a model cadet was
apparently established even before his graduation. Speaking
of a family +friend, she wrote:

Nelson Lloyd was here today. . . . He has a +friend
who has been there three years and never received a bad
mark; his nane is Lee, the son of Geheral HIiarryl
Lee.™

Whether or not Robert Edward Lee's record was an

inspiration to Benjamin is unknown, but he did eventually
conhquer the academic course. The cursed demerit was another
matter. By the end of his first year Cadet Ewell had managed
to earn 124 demerits. This record did not rival the top
number aof 728 hor daes his account reflect the penalties foar
profanity, failure to attend church, or ungentlemanly conduct
so prevalent in the records of many cadets of the period. He
also escaped the fate of Jefferson Davis who, in 1825, was
court-matrtialed but not dismissed for freguenting a tavern
which was off-limits but nonetheless a +favorite refuge and
drinking place for cadets. Ewell’s conduct record reflects a
gregarious personality and efforts ta catch a few extra
moments O0f sleep between inspections, drills, class, mess,
and study. Mumerous entries cancern visiting after hours,
and talking on post and in ranks at parade, reveille, and

mess. Even though the number of demerits against a cadet was

included in computing class standing, and +or the first year
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Eviell’'s delinquency recard placed him in the bottom third of
his class in ecohduct, he +inished first for the 1828-29
session. Rarely did a cadet with so many demerits rank so
high. His success must be attributed to his First place
$inish in the mathematics courses which counted three times
as much as anything else and were the cause of most failures.
All in all, Benjamin Ewell's academic record at the Military
Academy was impressive. While only one in +five cadets who
enrolled, graduated, he fihished second in his third-year
class {182%9-30) and fourth in his second-yeat class
(1830-31). Ewell graduated, in June 1832, third in a class
of torty-tive cadets, a ranhk that would undoubedly have been
higherr but forr a wvery poar perfarmance in drawing, and a
medioecre conduct recovd.®
On I July i832 Cadet Ewell was commissioned a second
lieutenant in the Fourth United States Artillery, The reason
for his assignment to the artillery remains uwnclear. After
final examinations the Academic Bopard ranked each cadet in
order of merit, a procedure which usually determined the
corps ta which he would be assigned. Those graduating with
the highest class ranks were almost always assighed to the
caveted engineer carps and dispatched to work on
tortitication of rivers and harbors and the building of
canals. The rest received appointment to the "fiery cavalry,
the respectable artillary, or the prosaic intantry," and

usually served at army posts an the frontier ar in the Indian
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Wars. Certainly Ewell’s merit rank entitled him ta a place
in the engineers. Perhaps for personal reasons, he requested
assignment to the artillery. In any case, his "ordeal . . .

af 94 years imprisonment” over, he went home to Virginia and
to Stony Lonesome for the $irst time in four years. Poverty
had prevented his taking advantage of the allotted summer
furloughjy nor had he been able to return home when his
favorite brother, Paul, a medical student at Columbia
College, died in March 1831. Lieutenant Ewell spent two
months at home and, "like a plant removed from the shade into
a hothouse," took full advantage of the female saociety Prince
William had to ofter. In late August 1832 Ewell returned to
the Academy to fulfill his oaobligation to the army, but,
unlike most of his classmates, he did not go directly into
field service.”

As early as 1831 Ewell had determined not to remaihn
in the army. West Point aoffered an excellent educatiaon, but
an army career offered poor prospects. In a period devoid o+f
serious external enemies, an economy-minded Congress insisted
on keeping the regular army small. West Ppint graduated many
more officers than the army could use, and promotion was slow
or honexistent. Both morale and pay were 1pww~--$700 a vyear
for a second lieutenant in the elite engineers and as low as
%300 a year for a similar rank in the intanti~y. Evell had
hever liked the "idle and miserable" martial life anhyway, and

faced with these circumstances which viould leave him "ho
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better aoff 20 vears hence,” he determined to remain in the
army only long enough to satisfy his obligation of +field
service. But Superintendent Thayer offered a reprieve. One
of Thayer’s innavations at West Point had been the
introduction of small course sectians taught by recent
graduates and supervised by regular faculty members. Similar
to the tutorial system prevalent in mast nineteenth century
American colleges, this arrangement provided inexpensive
labar and helped to ease the acute shortage of instructars
trained in the scientific disciplines. Orly the best
schalars and those who gave the greatest promise as teachers
were detailed to the Academy as instructors. Thavyer offered
Ewell one of these cuaveted appointments. For three years
(1832-1835) he served as Assistant Professor of bHMathematics
under Professor Charles Davies, perhaps the best knawn
mathematician in the nation during most of the nineteenth
century. For an additional vear Ewell assisted Professor
William H. €. Bartlett, a well-known astronomer and textbook
aukthor, in his nat;rai philosophy courses. Rarely did the
army detail an instructor to the Academy for more than two
vears befare he was forced ta repart to his regiment or
resign his commission. That Ewell proved a knowledgeable,
patient, and talented teacher probably explains his four-year
tenure as instructor.?©

His sucecess as a teacher notwithstanding, by the

summer of 1836 it became clear to Ewell that the pasition at
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West Paoint offered no real possibility of advancement.
Professors tended to remain for yearsy rarely did 8 Faculty
vacahcy occur. Even had a permanent appolinhtment been
of+ered, it is doubtful he Hould have accepted. Since his
graduation in 1832 things had changed at the Academy. Since
about 1830 President Andrew Jackson and some o+ his
supporters i1n Congress had lauwunched sporadic attacks on the
Military Academy as a bastion of the rich which offered
special privilege and advantage to the wealthy at government
expense. Jackson, as a self-taught soldier, favored the
militia and considered the regular army anti-democratic.
Bills aimed at cutting aoff appropriations for the Academy
were introduced in Congress, and cadets found with increasing
frequency that uvnfavorable results of courts-martial could be
overturned by a personhal appeal to Jackson oar to the War
Department. These activities in Washington badly undermined
both morale and Superintendent Thayer’s carefully conceived
and hard-won system of discipline. In January 1833, after
repeated failure to come to terms with the Jackson
administration, Thayer resighed, to be replaced by Rene E.
DeRussy. During DeRussy's superintendency the academic
program suffered and discipline declined to the extent that
Jackson wasg finally forced, in the summer of 1835, to declare
that he viould no longer listen to appeals +rom
courts-martial. All this served to reinforce Ewell’s already

strang anti-Jacksaonian bias anhd his reluctance to remain in
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the army--either at the Academy aor in the field.*?*

Having tuled out the military life, Ewell cansidered
sevelrral alternatives. He flirted wiith the notion of moving
West where opportunities, he believed, were greater. Perhaps
he would, aftter all, study law, an occupation which nffered

"constant employment and the intercourse of all classes of

men. " For a time he thought seriously of combining the twe
by joining his brother Tom wha was studying law with his
uncle, William Stoddert, at Jackson, Tennessee. Family
circumstances intervened to rule out this possibility. In

March 1831 Benjamin’s brother Paul had died, and in the
summer of 18346 another brother, Richard, would enraoll at the
Military Academy. With Tom in Tennessee, twelve-year-old

William was the only son remaining with their mother on the

farm in Prince William. As the eldest son, Benjamin believed

he must remain near home. Elizabeth refused his plea to
"sell out and seek our fortune in sSome new country" ati
grounds that she would suffer a "loss of saciety”j Ben

replied that "she might as well be in the Decsert of Sahara as
where she 1s at present.," In any case Benjamin felt
obligated to resist the lure of the West and seek employment
nearer Prince William.21=

I+ his training as a professional spldier seemed a
dead end, his knowledge oaof civil engineering did not.
Ametrica’s developing railroad and industrial empire offered

increasing opportunity for engineers, almost all of whom were



42
trained at West Point. State and city governments, as well
as private corporations, bid fiercely for their services and
cffered handsome salaries. When Isaac Trimbhle, chief
engineer {for the Baltimore and Susquehanna Railroad, offered
Ewell a position as assistant engineer in that company at
$2.50 an hour with guaranteed promotion, he was quick to
accept. On 30 September 1836 Ewell tresigned Ffrom the army
and prepared to leave the institution that had been his home
for nearly & decade. '

Ewell would never return to West Point, not even to
attend the reunions so popular with many of its graduates,
As with most of them, however, he was never really able +to
leave the Academ; behind. He had spent eight vyears in a
tightly-knit society that seldom included more than 210
cadets and fifteen faculty and supervisory personnel. Such
intimacy and the common experience shared by all cadets
encouraged bonds of brotherhood that lasted faor a lifetime.
In his later career a5 a professor of mathematics he
corresponded regularly with his own instructors in that
subject. Charles Davies, Albert E. Church, and Edward GC.
Ross offered advice on textbooks and curriculum, as well as
an ocecasional recommendation far employment. Professor of
Military Science and Civil EAgineering Dennis Hart Mahan,
from whom most of the leading wmilitary Figures of the
American Civil War learned the art of war, remained a close

friend. Robert E. lL.ee and Joseph Eggleston Johnston were in
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their last vear at the Academy when Ewell entered. He never
khew Lee well, although he would later remark that "in
appearance, in dignified bearing, and in soldierly demeanor
and in influence over fellow cadets . . . I never saw his
equal.” With Johnston, whom he described as "noted +far his
intellect & pleasant address [but whol gave no promise of the
genius & practical ability 8 military skill ag a strategist
his subsequent career developed,” Ewell formed a close
relationship. This friendship grew stronger over the years
as their paths repeatedly crossed, most notably during the
Civil War when Ewell served as Johnston’s Adjutant-General
and Chiet-o+-Staf+f. Other close friends were fellow
Virginians Francis Henney Smith, later first Superintendent
a+f the Virginia bdMilitary Institute, and John Banlkhead
Magruder, viith whom Ewell would serve in the Virginia
Peninsula Campaign of 1B&62. Over the years Ewell lkept and
valued his association with his students Braxtaon Bragg,
future general in the Confederate States Army, and Joseph R.
Anderson, future Qwner of the Tredegar Iron Works at
Richmond.*=

In addition to these enduring friendships and his
training as an engihneer and professional soldier, Ewell alsao
toolkk wih him from the Academy certain intellectual bonds that
would greatly influence his life and career. Authorities at
West Point, as trainers of those who would defend the United

States, insisted on a straong sense of abligation to the
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Academy and to the Union. They openly attempted to prevent
sectional prejudices and to praomote a love of the uniaon that
would transcend political, economic, social, and sectional
differences. This emphasis an nationalism strongly
reinforced Ewell’s allegiance to the union and would make his
decision in 841 to join the Confederate forces a truly
excruciating one. In his post-watr career he would openly,
and with cansiderable unpopularity, egpouse the cause of
uniohnism and reconciliation. The years at West Point were
relatively brieft, but the spirit--for Ewell as +For most

graduates--lasted a lifetime.

When Benjamin Ewell arrived in the beautiful mountain
community of York, Pennsylvania, in the fall of 1836, to
assume his duties as engineer for the Baltimore and
Susquehanna Railroad Company, he had reason to haope that
engineering would prove a more lucrative and satisfying
profession than that of soldier. The Baltimore and
Susquehanna Railroad, chartered in 1828 by a group of
Baltimore businessmen, was an attempt by the city's business
community to enlarge their western markets and counter the
threat posed by the Erie (Canal and Pennsylvahia’s state
canal-rail system joining Philadelphia to Pittsburgh.
Because Baltimore had no important inland waterway
connections, the railroad’s founders proposed to lay rail from

the city north ta York where it would connect with the



43
Pennsylvania Partage and Canal System. tark began in 1829,
but by 1835 the railroad, burdened by high construction costs
in the mountainous terrain, was only partially completed. In
that year a one-million dollar loan from the State of
Mlaryland allowed work te continuve. As resident engineer at
York, Ewell would act as representative of the chief engineer
and supervigse the laying of the last bit of rail to connect
that southeastern Pennsylvania community to
Baltimare. =
Degpite the promise the position seemed to offer,
Ewell’s enthusiasm far a career in eivil engineering was
short-lived. Ratlway construction in the 18308 was ahn
exasperating and treacherous enterprise. Roadbeds and
bridges collapsed, strap-iron pulled away from wooden rails,
and the large wheels of locomotives imported by the Baltimore
and Susquehanna from England proved unadaptable to the
railroad’s sharp curves. Quarrels and fights among warkmen,
intoxication, and disagreements among engineers were constant
problems. By the fall of 1838 construction funds were almost
gone, and the failure of the Pennsylvania canal to be
caompleted bevand Harrisburg seemed to indicate that the
railroad would not attract the large and profitable
transportation its suppoarters had hoped for. Campaigns to
secure from Pennsylvania the right to extend the railroad to
Harrisburg, and from Maryland the funds to continue, promised

no immediate results. Finding it agaln necessary and
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desirable to change professions, Ewell turned to the thing he
found most satisfving and in vihieh he
excelled--teaching. **

On the advice of Professor Charles Davies of West
Point, Ewell applied +for a proposed chair of civil and
military engineering at South Carolina College in Columbia.
When the South Carolina legislature failed to establish this
position, Ewell applied for a professorship in Mississippi.
Failing in this endeavor, he finally secured a professarship
of mathematics a8t Hampton-Sydney College in Virginia, a
positian vacated by his close friend, Francis Henney Smith,
who had resighned to become first superintendent of the
Virginia Military Ihstitute at Lexingtaon, Virginia.t®

In the spring of 1839 Ewell left York to spend the
summer at Stony Lonesome before assuming his duties at
Hampden-Sydney in the fall. With him was his new wife, Julia
McIlvaine Ewell, whom he married at York on 10 AApril 183%9.
Eleven vyears his junior, the eighteen-year-cld Julia was the
daughter of Dr. William McIlvaine, a York physician, and
Juliana MeIlvaine.*™

Elizabeth Ewell was not pleased with her son’s choice
of a wife. She held strong views on what constituted proper
marriage alliances for her children, and onhly young men and
vonmen aof wealth and high social position--preferably from
Virginia or Maryland--met herr criteria. Such uwhions she

hoped wauld rejuvenate the family fortune and do justice to
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the Ewell and especially the Stoddert names. So successful
was she in impressing these views on her children that only
two of her six children who lived to adulthood ever married.
After her death, and at the age of {forty-five, Richard
married his cousin Lizinka Campbell Brown, also a grandchild
of Benjamin Stoddert.=ze

Under such circumstances it was not likely Elizabeth
would view Julia as an ideal mate for her eldest son. Mat
anly did she lack wealth and old-family status, but she was a
high-spirited and ocutspeaken young womah, characteristics both
Elizabeth and Benjaminh’s sisters +ound obhjectionable.
Although the Ewells attempted to wecaome her to the family,
relations were never cordial and deteriorated over time. It
must have been a considerable relief to all when Benjamin and
his bride departed Prince William in August 18392 +Ffor the

small college town of Hawmpden-Sydney, Virginia.=t
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CHAPTER III

THE PROFESSOR

For most of the nineteenth century, especially before
the great university movement of the 18705, small liberal
arts colleges provided higher education for most American
youth who sought and qualified for such training. Al though
varying much in size and facilities, these institutions were
so alike in terms of locale, arganizatian, government,
support, mission, and curriculum-—-and tended to change so
little over time--that it is possible ta speak af the typical
college. Almost all were rural, residential, and
paternalistic. Remoteness, the <founders believed, viould
ehncourage a moral environment free from the temptations to
dissipation present in urban areas. Students 1l1lived and

studied in one building and were bound by strict rules which

the faculty enfarced with a greater ot lesser degree of
BUCCEeSS., Most ear-ly colleges were "denominational,"” having
been established unhder the auspices of a religious

organizatiaon, but few were directly controlled by the church
af their founding nor did they usually receive JFfinancial
support +from this source. Appointments of trustees,
presidents, and faculty whao belonged to a particular church

provided the principal link to the ideologies of an

s2
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institution’s affiliation. Although mast collegeg stressed
the Christian character of their instruction, few required or
could afford to demand dehaominational religious tests +ar
admission, and nearly all disavowed the teaching of the
tenets of any particular sect.?

The curriculum in the early American college, untili
the demands of an industrial gociety forced chahges ih  the
post-Civil War periond, was largely classical, an amalgam of
the course of study in medieval universities as +filtered
through the universities of Renhaissance and Reformatian
England. The prestcribed studies, usually reguired of altl
students, aimed at producing Scholar-gentlemen with the
mental discipline and the proper mnoral, ethical, and
religious attitudes to become civic leaders for & new natian.
Latin and Greek daminated the currigculum and were
supplemented by instructian in rhetoric, belles lettres,
logic, mathematics, natural and moral philosophy. After
about 1820 an increasing emphasis on internal impraovements
and the actompanyihg demand for technicians ifncreased the
number of courses in mathematics and scienhce, but classical
studies continued to reign as the core of the
curriculum.=

In the 18305 and 18405 Hampden-Sydney College,
Virginia’s second oldest institution of higher learning, was
no exception to this profile. Located amidst the red hills

and pine forests of rural Prince Edward Caunty in
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sauth-central Virginia-~a lacation its authorities claimed
was immune to the *bustle of life" and "temptation to
idleness" present in towns and cities-—-the schaol had been
founded in 1776 under sponsarship of the Presbyterian Church.
In 1783 the CoOllege was granted a state charter.
Approximately Sixty students lived and studied in a
four-gstory brick building containing about +fifty rooms and
located, according to ohe student, "in the middle of an old
field full of gullies and weeds and the cows of the
nheighborhopd” whose bells made study difficult.
Hampden—-Sydney oOffered a four-year course of study with the
usual classical emphasis. Many studenhts, perhaps a majority,
planned to enter the Presbyterian ministry, and some of these
continued their training at Union Theological Seminary,
established at Hampden~Sydney in 1807.%

Benjamin Ewell knew Hampden-Sydnay was not a thriving
institution, that it was suffering +Ffrom life-threatening
prablems, when he agreed to accept the thair of mathematics.
Indeed, he accepted the appointment only as 2 temporary
measure while he continued to seek a mare promising
situation. When he arrived at Hampden-Svydney in the early
fall of 1839 with his voung wife and his younger brother
William, who planned to enronll at the college, Ewell found
canditions waorse than expected.=

In the first hal+ of the nineteenth century almost

all colleges and universities suffered fram inadequate
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funding and low enrollments. The great wmania for <founding
colleges, fed by sectarian rivalries and dispersal of
population, resulted in too many schools +$or too few
students. This was egpecially true of the period fraom 1830
to 1861, when, in the United States as a whrle, 133 permanent
institutions were founded as compared to only 49 Ffrom the
beginning ot the colonial era to 1829. From the founding of
Harvard University in 16386 until 1861, more than 700
institutions +failed. In Virginia at least 32 colleges
entered the competition before the Civil War. 0f these, ohly
ten survived.®

With so0 many colleges, almost all offering a
curriculum that appealed to the elite, competition to attract
enough students to justify their existence was +fierce.
Colleges offered low tuition fees or no fees at all. Saome
even paid students to attend. This, in turn, increased
operating costs not offset by available:éunds. Most colleges
depended on private benefactors, and to & lesser extent on
sectarian support, to build an endawment. The proliferation
of institutions stretched this source of support rather thin.
Nor could they depend on appropriations from the state
governments which often failed adequately to support their
owh uwniversities. Under such adverse conditians faculty
salaries yielded to budget crises and were poor at best.
Many faculties were forced to accept the division among their

number of whatever funds remained after expenses. Some were
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paid only with promises. Deaths or resignations often meant
the apportioning of classes among those who survived.®

At Hawmpden-Sydney Ewell encauntered .all these
problems and a few more besides. The severe +inancial panic
af 1837 brought a decrease in donations and enrollment which
in turn depleted an endowment which amounted to less than
$20,000 in interest-bearing funds. The next year a rupture
in the Presbyterian Church divided it into Mew Light and 01ld
Light factions. New Light Presbyterians ceased to support
Hampden-Sydney when the college adhered to O1d Light
principles. Competitiaon was an ever-present threat. In 1839
Hampden-Sydney was one o0of four sectarian colleges in
Virginiaj the next three years saw the foundation of three
more such institutions. As much as these new "church?®
schools added to an already crowded +field, it was the
University of Virginia at Charlottesville, which opened in
1823, and the new Virginia Military Institute at Lexington
that added mpst to the woes of Hampdenh-Sydnewy. Both
ingtitutions were founded by the state and received state
support. In 1844 the General Assembly provided +for the
education without charge of 60 students a year at each
school, provided the recipients teach in Virginia for two
years. Denmminational and private colleges were consistently
denied state support although they applied +for it often
enough.”

During Ewell’s seven years at Hampden-Sydney
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(1839-1846), enrollments and resources conhtinued ta dwindle.
In 1845 the freshman class numbered only two students. In &a
desperate attempt to attract students, college authorities
reduced tuition from an annual fee of 30 to $18 and room
rent from #$6.00 to %$2.50. Sans of ministers attended free.
Unable to pay the #1000 annual salary promised the
professors, the trustees renegotiated salaries faor each
session, forcing the four faculty members to divide whatever
remained after expenses. "The salaries of the faculty,"
Ewell wrote to Francis H. Smith, his old friend +rom VWest
Paint and his predecessor at Hampden-Sydney, "are not large
enough to create uneasiness as to how they can be got rid
of."®
Buildings +ell into disrepair. Appeals tao the state
for aid and to the Presbyterian Church for closer assoaciation
fell on deaf ears. Faculty members, unable to earn a living
wage, drifted away until, by the spring of 1845, aonly Ewell
and President Patrick J. Sparrow remained. Emell was able to
hold on only by selling some railroad bonds to pay his debts
and by accepting the additional post of curator of the
college building at %50 per year.¥
Sihce caming to Hampden-Sydhey, Ewell had repeatedly
attempted to find a better situation. In 1840 he rejected a
professorship at Transylvania University at Lexingtan,
Kentuclky, on grpunds that that institution was in even worse

straits than Hampden-Sydney, Finding no way out, Ewell
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warked with characteristic layalty and dedication to daing
justice to his position and to improving it if
passible. t®

In 183%-40, during his first session at
Hampden-Sydney, Ewell--prompted by his experience with
incompetent engineers on the Baltimore and Susquehanna
Railroad project--added practical instruction in civii
engineering to the regular mathematics courses. Finding the
college did not possess and could not afford tﬁe hecessary
mathematical and astronomical instruments, he reqguested and
received permission ta raise the requisite #8600 for the
equipment. When this venture met with no success, he applied
to President Jaohnh Tvler 4ar the loan of instrumentg belonging
to the federal government but hot then in use. During wmost
of the 1845-948 session Ewell travelled all aver Virginia
spliciting funds and recruiting students. These efforts led
ohe former student to credit Ewell with keeping
Hampden-Sydnhey open during these difficult times.1?

A charming, witty, articulate man and an effective
teacher, Ewvell was a favorite with the college trustees and
his faculty colleagues. In his relations with students he
was watrm, g9enial, and kind, waiving the strict formality seo
common in professor-student associations in the nineteenth
century. Unreasonably harsh regulations and their strict
enhforcement he thought uwnhecessary, and this alaone was enough

to cause his students to look on him more with attection than
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awe ., One student remembered Ewell as a gifted disciplinarian
able to command both cooperation and respect.?=

I+ Ewell’s professional relationships at
Hampden~-Sydney were amiable degpite the institution’s severe
problems, his personal life was quite a different matter.
His young wit+e Julia detested country life and found the
manherpr and habits of her Virginia neighbors strange.
Refusing to emulate the sedate manners of Prince Edward's
female society, Julia was vivaciaus, easy-going, and, in her
father’s words, "a latitudinarian." Her unwillingness to
conform cost her female companionship, and paor health during
heyr pregnancy in 1841 increased her isolation. Benjamin's
brother William, who lived with them, disliked Julia and
treated her "with cool contempt., "=

This state of affairs, Perhaps compouwnded by
Benjamin’s unpromising career possibilities and his financial
difficulties, led tao frequent guarrels between the two. They
fought over the Ewells’ attitude toward Julia, her behavior
in public, and her refusal to see that laundry was done <for
the large number of boarders Ben took in--sometimes as many
as eight. After the birth of their daughter Elizabeth in
August 1841, Ben censtantly complained that Julia failed to
discipline the child. Each seemed to expect something the
other could or would not provide. Julia did not behave in a
manher Ben had come to expect of Virginia wives. She was

uncooperative, headstrong, and teoo familiar with the
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students, who were much closer to her own age than was her
husband. Neither Ben nor Prince Edward County gould provide
the excitement and society she craved. Ben hired two slaves,
a cook and a handyman, to help with the work, and Julia's
sister came fram York to live with then as company for Julia.
Despite these improvements, fewer and fewer o+ their guarrels
vere settled amiably. Uﬁly a few years after their marriage
Ben and Julia’'s relationship was sutkfering serious

gtrain, 1%

In the winter o+ 1846, ag Benjamin Ewell labored to
keep Hampdeh-Sydney College afloat, the trustees of
Washington Callege at Lexington, Virginia, offered him
appointment as that school’s $irst Cincinnati Protessor of
Military Science. Establishment of the new chair had been
made possible by the transfer of funds to the college Ffrom
the Society of the Cincinnati, an association founded in 1783
and limited to officers ot the American Revolution and their
descendants. In 1813 the Virginia division of the Society,
facing dissolution, voted to award its funds to Washington
College on the condition that the institution establish a
military professorshipt®

The GCincinnati funds were tied up in litigation +or
more than thirty years. By 1839, however, when the Virginia
Military Institute opened at Lexington, sufficient funds had

been cleared to allow Washington College to make an
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arrangement for its students to receive military instruction
at the Institute. The conditions mset down in the Cincinnati
grant were thus fulfilled. Far six vyears Francis H. Smith,
first suwuperintendent of WMI, taught and drilled a few
students from the college. In June 1845 Washington College,
having received most of the +funds and hoping better to
campete with the much mare popular military schaol, announced
it would terminate this arrangement in February 18448 and

establish its own military professorship. smith wrote Ewell

suggesting he apply.*®

Ewell seemed to be, at least from the standpoint of
gualificatiaon, an excellent choice to fill the new positioan.
Besides his academic and military training, he was also a
Presbyterian and an ardent Whig. In general, Washington
College enjoyved the same loose relationship to the
Presbyterian Church as did Hampden-Svdney, but its ties were
somewhat strengthened by the fact that three of its +our
faculty members were FPresbyterian clergymen. Uhile at
Hampden-Sydney Benjamin and his brother William had turned
their backs on their Episcopalian heritage to embrace the
Presbyterian faith, their conversions apparently the result
of a wave af revivals and camp meetings that swept through
central Virginia in the 1840s. The faculty and trustees o+f
Washington Callege were as avidly Whig as they were

Presbyterian. Ewell’s Federalist heritage and his extreme
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distaste for the policies of the Jacksonians led him into the
Whig fold. In an era when one's politics could make the
difference between success and failure in many endeavors, the
authorities of Washington College surely were influenced by
his political leanings.*”

When Benjamin, Julia, and their daughter Lizzy
arrived at Lexington for the 1846-47 session at Washington
College, the adults were impressed by the scenic beauty of
that small community nestled in the Scotch-Irish country west
of the Blue Ridge Mountains. A town of about 1500, Lexingtaon
was the county seat and market center of rural Rockbridge
County. It boasted two hotels, twelve lawyers, twe
institutions of learning, and no bani. The inhabitants o+t
town and county, mostly vyeomen +farmers and struggling
merchants, were described by one protessor as Presbyterians
of the old schonol, remarkable +or their piety, bigotry,
hospitality, and intolerance."1®

Washington College, founded in 1798, was much like
other American colleges in the pre-Civil War period. To a
sma.ll number of students, most of whom came Ffrom western
Virginia, it offered the usual classical curriculum. It alsa
suffered the same financial and recruiting ditficulties of
mast other institutions. The trustees hoped that the
Cincinnati chair, which represented a departure fFfraom the
traditional course of study, would alleviate some of the

problems by allowing the school toc claim some students who
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might otherwise choose the NMilitary Institute for its
military discipline. For his stipend of $800 a vear, plus
onhe~fifth of the tuition fees and a residence on campus,
Ewell was to teach military engineering, fortifications,
gunnery, all aof the mathematics caourses, and drill those
students who chose the Cincinnati course.1?

He guickly became a popular and respected member of
the college community,. Fellow faculty mewmbers described him
as learned, articulate, prudent, and modest. As in the past,
Ewell’'s charmihg manners and conversational ability proved
valuable aggets in relations with his colleagues. He was
alsao a favorite with the students, in part because he
considered the mass _of petty regulations that governed
student conduct merely vexatious. It was, howevetr, the duty
of the faculty to insure student campliance with these rules.
Often while inspecting student quarters professors wore
carpet slippers, the better to catch errant students unaware.
Ewell became a campus legend when he wore heavy boots to
perfarm the same duty. A majar factor in his success as a
professor—--and later his greatest asset as a college
president--was the paternal relationships he achieved with
the young men entrusted to his care. He achieved a rare
balance o+ kindness, fairness, and firmhess that seemed to
encourage scholastic e+fort and proper behavior in students
inclined to be upruly,s®

Cordial relations with his fellow faculty members and
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success a5 a teacher and disciplinarian provided the only
pleasant memories of the Washington College days. Julia was
restless and dissatisfied, no happier than she had been at
Hampden-Sydney. Money was always a scarce commodity. In
April 1847 Benjamin's favorite brother, Thomas, was killed at
Cerro Gordo while serving in the Mexican War. At Washington
College, especially after early 18472, problems seemed to
multiply. By the time Ewell left Lexington in 1848 the
difficulties at Hampden-Sydney would seem small by
comparison.*t

When Ewell had assumed his duties at Washington
College in September 1846, Henry Ruffner was beginning the
eleventh year ot his presidency of that ingtitution. When
Ruffner had come to Lexington in 1836 the schoal had been
nearly moribund. For the next ten years tconditions improved
somewhat, but the last two yvears of his tenure marked perhaps
the mpost turbulent period in the history of the college and
the taown of Lexington. Controversy over what would come to
be called the "Ruffner Pamphlet” was exacerbated by editorial
viarfare between the community’™s two newspapers and a heated
attack on Washington College by the pastor of Lexington’'s
largest Presbyterian church. ==

A focus ot the difticulties was Lexington’s Franhklin
Society and Library Company. This public debating +forum,
whose membership included most of the town’s intellectual and

social elite, enjoved a golden age from 1840 tao 1861. The
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Society, in weekly meetings, debated local, state, natiaonal,
and international issuex. Faculty members at both Washington
College and the Virginia Military Institute were prominent
participants. In February 1847, only two weeks after Ewell
joined the Society, the membership began debating two
potentially explosive and closely-related questions: Should
Virginia be divided into two states alaong the Blue Ridge
Mountains, and should slavery, the bulwark of eastern
Virginia hegemany, be abolished in western Virginia? Over
the next two meonths professors and townspeople expressed
themselves at length on both sides of the issues. Records of
the Franklin Saociety do not record any remarks by Ewell,
although he was almost certainly in attendance. Ewell’'s old
friend Francis H. Smith argued eloquently against both
propaosals, but it was Ruffner who made the 9greatest impact
with his support both o+ political division and gradual
emahcipation coupled with colanization. Ruffner argued that
slavery was a drain on the enterprise of white citizens and
on Viprginia’s economy. Fur thermore, the canstitutianal
practice of counting slaves as a basis of representation in
the General Assembly while they enjoyed a privileged position
taxwise, assured cohtrol by eastern Virginia where 87 percent
of slaves were held. This policy, he believed, deprived
predominantly white western Virginia of much-needed internal
improvements. A group of prominent |Lexington residents,

especially disgruntled at the failure of the state to
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appropriate funds to extend the James River Canal +rom
Lynchburg to Buchanan, urged Ruffner to publish his remarks.
This he finally did in September 1847,=S

Benjamin Ewell’s view of this controversy as well as
his popinionzs of slavery are difficult to ascertain, Few
persanal letters survive from the Washington College vyears.
The Ewell family at Stony lLonesome in Prince William County
awned sSeveral slaves, usually less than ten. Benjamin,
however, had had no personal experience with the
institutign--except as a hirer of slaves--since leaving home
to attend the Military Academy at the age of eighteen.
Oblique remarks in scores of personal letters indicate that
he deplored the effects of slavery on both whites and blacks,
but, like many Virginians--perhaps a majority--he saw ho
expedient means of achieving a peaceful and acceptable
emancipation. He clearly felt that slavery was responsible,
at least in part, for Virginia’s economic decline and
detrimental to her future industrial graowth.=2

At first Ruffner received considerable local support
+or his views, but by early 1848 a reaction seems to have set
in. Many believed Ruffner’s stand was ill-timed in view of
increased abolitionist activity in the North, and, as the end
of the Mexican War approached, the almost certain injection
of the slavery issue into debate over the Mexican Cession.
As public tempers heated over the "Ruffner Pamphlet, "

Lexington's two newspapers engaged in wars of their own. The
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Valley Star, a Democratic paper whose editor, James
Gardner Paxton, was a candidate for the state legislatutre in
1847, engaged in editorial combat with the Lexington
Gazette and concurrently attacked the Washington College
professors and trustees, all of whom were Whigs. Paxtan
eriticized the faculty for the manner in which they conducted
their classes and demanded an ihvestigation of mismanagement
at the college. When the trustees mounted a counter-attack,
FPaxton refused to publish the letters.=®

While the newspaper bombardment continued, a
cuntrovgrsy in Lexington’s largest Presbyterian church added
fuel to the flame. In early 1848 John Skinner, pastar aof the
church, began to pour heavy public criticism on those in the
community who dared to disagree with him on politcal and
theolagical issues. Supported by the VValle Star, he
saved his severest condemnation for Hehnry Ruffner, George
aArmstrong, and Philo Calhoun, the three Presbyterian
ministers on the Washington College faculty. Although Ewell
and his other nonclerical colleague George Dabney seem to
have escaped direct attack, Washington College did not escape
division over the issue. When Ruffner, Armstrong, and Calhoun
demanded Skinner’s resignation, the Lexington Presbytery, in
a public trial, found Skinner guilty of¥ conduct unbecoming =a
clergyman and suspended him. Testimony of Washington College
students on both sides caused deep divisions in the college

community. ==



&8
In the summer of 1848, as a result of these public
controversies, Ruftner resigned the presidency of Washington
College. Ewell and the other faculty members also offered
their resignations. While it is likely that faculty members
supported Ruffner in these last troubled vyears of his
administration, their resignations cannot necessarily be
interpreted in this light. Iin the +irst hal+ of the
nineteenth century it was standard practice for an entire
taculty to resign when its president did. In any case, Ewell
was forced once more tp find employment.=7
By this time Benjamin. Ewell surely questioned his
penchant for stepping into turbulent situations and ventures
that hung by a8 thread. Although he could not knaw it, he
would face difficulties similar to those at Hampden-Sydney
and Washingtonh College many times in a long career. These
problems were a function both o+ the difficult situation that
existed almoast universally in the waorld of higher education
in the first three-quarters of the ninsteenth century and of
his own choice to remain in academia. Given that choice,

there were few alternatives, and the worse was yet to come.
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CHAPTER 1V
AN ANCIEMT AND HONORED INSTITUTION

In early February 1848 Ewell learned of a vacancy in
the chair of mathematics at the College of William anhd Mary
at Williamsburg, Virginia. Deciding that the situation in
Lexingtan was likely to become increasingly untenable, he
began to golicit letters of recommendation to the college’s
Board of Visitors from former colleagues and students at the
mMilitary Academy, Hampden-Swvdney, and Washington College. On
14 July 1848 the Visitors appointed Ewell not only to the
chair of mathematics but--with only one dissenting vote--to
the presidency as well. Despite prior communication to the
Visitors that he did not wish to be considered for the
presidency, Ewell decided to accept the appointment and
prepared to move to Williamsburg in time for the opehing of
the college in October.?®

The College of William and Mary, chartered in 1893 by
King William and Queen Mary of England
« » « to the end that the church of Virginia may be
furnished with a seminary of ministers of the gaspel, and
that the youth may be piously educated in good letters
and manners, and that the Christian faith may be
propagated amohgst the Western Indians

was the second oldest institution of higher learning in the

United States and the oldest in the South. By the 1840s

3
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these priorities provided onhe of the school’s major claims to
fame. In public announcements the college was always
described as "old," "venerable," ar "ancient."=

After a shaky beginning in the late seventeenth and
early eighteenth centuries, the college prospered in the late
colonial peripd. Its location in Virginia’s colanial
capital, where it played a prominent role in the social and
palitical life of England’s maost aristeocratic colony, and the
patrohage of an increasing number of planters who chaose to
educate their sans claose to haome rather than send them to
England, provided the necessary support. The institution was
obsessively proud of its connections with Virginia’s most
prominent families and reveled in being the alma mater of
such Revolutionary statesmen as Thomas Jefferson, Edmund and
Peyton Randolph, and Richard Bland. By the 1840s the tollege
had added James Maonrae and John Tyler, as well as a majority
of Virginia’s senators, many Cohgressmen, cabinet members,
diplomats, and governors to this honor roll of graduates.
The more precatrious its present, the more William and Mary
clung to its illustrious alumni and its status as a living
relic ot Virginia’s past glories.3

After the Revolution William and Mary was beset by a
patpourri of interrelated problems which wpould rconhtihue to
plague the schoaol for more than a hundred years. Some were
common to all institutions of higher learning, some were

unique, but at one time or another during his long
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assoaciation with the college, Benjamin Ewell would be called
upon to deal with them all.

The sepatration of Virginia from England deprived
William and dMary of endowments granted by the crown and the
House of Burgesses, as well as funds from private sources.
Lost were incomes from a tax on tobacco exported from
Virginia and Maryland, taxes on peddlers, ligquors, skins and
furs, and the profits of the office of Surveyor-General of
the colony. A bequest from the estate of Robert Boyle of
England for the education of Indians was diverted, through
litigation, to the education of Negroes in the UWest Indies.
Depreciation o+ currency during the Revolution further
reduced the c¢ollege’s assets. After the Revolution the
school retained only a small amount of capital and about
20,000 acres of land granted by the crown and sScattered
throughout eastern Virginia. In 1784 these holdinhgs were
increased when the Virginia General Assembly made a donation
of public lands in the Williamsburg area, but efforts by the
college to obtain a +financial endowment from the state
failed. Over the nhext thirty vears the college Visitors sold
most of these lands to build up an endowment of approximately
%150, 000. Mevertheless, student fees plus the approximately
%7800 anhual income from the endowment were seldom greater
than expenditures, and left little +For maintenance of the
school's ancient buildings.=

These financial difficulties William and Mary shared
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with most other collegiate institutions in the first half of
the nineteenth century, but the schpool’s identity problem was
uniquely its own. In the colonjal period William anhd Mary
had existed as an instrument of both church and state. When,
in 17746, the Commonwealth of Vipginia fell heir to the rights
of the crown, the conllege found itsel+ in a no-man’s-land oFf
being neither state-supported nor officially affiliated with
the Protestant Episcopal Church of America.

The Virginia General Asgembly, suppaorted by public
vopinion, retfused state support for any particular religious
denomination as a vialation of the principle of separation of
church and state, and William and Mary twould long be
assocaited in the publiec mind with the Episcopal Church.
This association was strengthened by the fact that prior to
18346 all presidents of the college--save Oone--were Epigcapal
clergymen, and a majority of the Visitors were Episcopalians.
But this was the extent of the connection. After the
Revolution the Episcopal Diocese of Virginia hever took
action to redefine its relationship with the college or to
establish it as an Episcopal school, In any case, the
decliining resources of the past-Revolutiaonary Virginia
Episcopal Church made +inancial support +rom that gquarter
impossible. Despite this lack of support and the fact that
many of Virginia®’®s Revolutionary leaders had been trained
there, many citizens regarded with suspiciaon the college’s

former status as an instrument of the Established Church and



Py
refused to send their sons to an institution they regarded as
imbued with the taint of Anglicanism. With the fpunding in
Virginia of denominatignal colleges and of the state
university at Charlottesville, the position of Willlam and
Mary becawme increasingly ahomalous. This existence in a
twilight zone would plague the college and its governing
acthorities until the State Of Virginia took over the charter
in the early twentieth century.,®

Wwilliam and Mary, as with most of its sister
institutions, also suffered Severely fram the necessity to
compete for students with other calleges. In the two decades
fram 17821802 nineteen colleges were faounded in the United
States, nearly twice as many as in the 150 years prior to the
Revolution. By 1840 the nation boasted approximately 250
institutions af higher learning, ten of which were loctated in
Virginia. The state’s sectarian institutions and the
state~supported Virginia Military Institute at Lexington
pravided caompetition enaugh, but it was Jefferson’s
successful and prosperous School at Charlpottesville that
posed the greatest threat to the old college at Williamsburg.
The state-supported University of Virginia oppened in 1823
and, with its wide choice of courses, ease of access, lack of
sectarianism, and asseciation with many prominent Virginians,
gradually assumed the role William and Mary had enjoyed
before the Revolution--that of educating Virginia's soans f{for

future positions of leadership. The cast of an education at
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the Univeristy was caonsiderably more than at William and
Marv, and the university was widely criticized as an
exclusive preserve of the aristocracy. On this basis William
and Mary might have appealed to a different class had its
tradition and image as anh educator of the Episcopal elite not
interfered.=

Nor did the college’'s location in Virginia’s colonial
capital prove an asset in attracting students. The +Fartunes
of William and Mary had always been--and would continue to be
throughaut the nineteenth century--closely wrapped up with
those of Williamsburg. When Virginia's capital was moved to
Richmand in 1780, Williamsburg’s praosperity and influence
went with it, As many leading families, merchants, and civic
leaders followed the legislature to Richmand, Williamsburg
was destined to become a sleepy, dusty, little county seat
with only the college and the Lunatic Asylum to sustain its
economy. As +ar as the college was concerned, the
widely-reputed generosity and hospitality of Williamsburg's
remaining "first families," who wmaintained a semblance of
life as it had been in the town’s days of grahndeutr, were noat
enough to offset the Tidewater region’s increasing
subordination to the Piedmant as Virginia’s center a+f
economic activity, railropad construction, population, and
prosperity. In the nineteenth century potential students
were discouraged not only by the college’s dilapidated

buildings but by Williamsburg’s general air of decadence. In
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1835 a gazetteer recorded 1500 inhabitants 1living in 200
dwelling houses, "some of which were going fast to decay."”
The streets were covered with grass and livestock used them
for pasture. Rain turned them to quagmwmires and +frogponds. A
few taverns remalined open as way-stations for overland travel
betwvieen hNorftaolk and Richmond, but even this +function became
less necessary with the advent of packet boats on James
River. An occasional tourist came to see the historical
sites along Main (Duke of Gloucester) Street, but there was
little to see. Only a few ruins remained of the colonial
governor's palace which had burned in 1781, In 1832 the
colonial capitol met the same fate. The powder magazine,
Raleigh Tavern, and Bruton Parish Church s5till stood but were
in o seripus state of disrepair. Williamsburg’s reputation
for being unhealthy in summer discouraged many prospective
students. Both the town and the college made exaggerated
claims for the healthfulness of the climate, but residents
who could afford it spent their summers elsewhere. With such
a present, Williamsburg clung tenaciously ta the past, to
pride of ancestry, and a shabby gentility.”

Law enrollments and the college’s locatian in
Virginia's econonically-troubled Tidewater region led to
repeated attempts to move the institution to Richmond or
Alexandria. In 1824, President John Augustine Smith of
William and Mary and a majority of the faculty and Visitaors

made a strong appeal to the Virginia legislature for
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relocation in Richmond, only to be defeated by college
Visitor, and future governor of Virginia and President of the
United States, Jaohh Tyler, whose impassioned speeches argued
eloguently for the entrenched historical interest o+f
Williamsburg. Thomas Jefferson and Joseph Cabell reputedly
lent support to Tyler’s cause in the interest of avoiding
competition to the new university at Charlottesville. such
schemes resurfaced at nearly every downturn of Ffortune and
would periondically plague Ewell’s administration as he fought
to prevent the college’s removal +rom its historic
site.®

Almost From the beginhing William and bMary had
suffered from another problem, one inherent in its authority
structure, which would reach its uléimate expression in
1847-48 and help set the stage for Benjamin Ewell’s
appointment to the presidency. Under the royal charter of
1693 responsibility +for the college’s endowment and
government rested with the Bishop of London, his commissary
in Virginia who acted as president, and a board of trustees
appointed by the House of Burgesses and Governor’s Council.
In 1729, follaowing the Oxfaord and Cambridge tradition of
faculty contol, this authority as well as the college
property was transferred to a corporation made uwup of the
president and masters. The professors thus became partners
in an enterprise rather than employees of a corporation. The

trustees remained azs a "Board of Visitors,” a self-electing
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supervisory body which met once a year, usually in July, to
assess the status o+ the institution, make appointments to
the faculty, and act on guestions of policy submitted by the
president. This form of organization continued through most
of the nineteenth century. It differed somewhat from that of
most American colleges which followed the Yale example of
vesting property and government in a single external bady
which acted as a corporation to execute the charter and
usually included the president but not the faculty. Clashes
between the trustees--who were appointed more for their
wealth, influence, oy prestige than their knawledge of
educational policy--and college faculties were common but
perhaps nowhere as frequent as at William and Mary. Absence
of any explicit detinition of the respective jurisdiction of
Visitors and faculty made problems of authority almost
inevitable. DBuring its first 150 years of existence, William
and Mary was often beset with dissension not only between
Visitors and +faculty but sometimes within the faculty
itself.”

The 1847-48 controversy was a complicated af+air that
involved, besides the faculty and Board of Visitors, most of
the studehts anhd mahy Williamsburg residents. Primarily at
igsue was the selection of a professor aof history and maral
philosophy to succeed president Thomas Roderick Dew who had
died in September 1846.

At the time of Dew’s death William and Mary boasted
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an exceptionally able faculty that included John Millington

{Natural Philosophy), Charles Minnigerode (Languages),
Nathaniel Beverley Tucker (Law) , ahd Robert Saunders
{Mathematics). Dew had assumed the presidency in 1836 and

during his tenure the college’s fortunes and reputation took
a temporary turn for the better. For the 1839-40 session
enrollment reached 140, the 9greatest number the school
attained as a private institution. By 1844, however,
enrallment had fallen to only &9, a result of the founding o¥f
other colleges in Virginia, and, some said, of the extreme
views aof Dew and Tucker concerhing states? rights, free
trade, and the social and political benefits of slavery. A
majority of students were sons of supparters of Virginia’g
Whig party who presumably looked with disfavor on these views
as well as aon Pew’'s and Tucker’'s Democratic politics. This
disaffection was exacerbated by both men’s tclose assopociation
with United States President John Tyler--a visitor aof the
college--and the peculiar circumstances of his
presidency. @

A month after Dew's death the Visitors appointed
Roberts Saunders president pro-tempore and in February
elected George Frederick Holmes to take over Dew’s lectures
in history. Meanwhile they attempted to persuade John Johns,
assistant bishop of the Episcopal Diocese of Virginia, to
accept the presidency. When Johns refused, the Board, in

October 1847, elected Saunders president. In November 18472,
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having divided Dew’s chair, they offered the chair of moral
philosophy to Georgetown lawyer Archibald Cary Peachy,
formerly of Williamsburg, an 1841 graduate of William and
Mary, and a favorite of both Dew and Tucker. Peachy’s
appointment was apparently the result of Tucker's influence
with Judge John B. Christian of the Board of Visitors,
Tucker’s personal friend, political ally, and neighbor.
Tucker also lived next door to the tandidate's brother, Dr.
William Samuel Peachy, who was a formenr Tucker student and
one of the most radical Democrats in Williamsburg,??2

All of the faculty except Tucker aobjected vehemently
to Peachy’s appointment. Millington, Minnigerode, and Holmes
believed that the twenty-eight-year-old Peachy could not
bring to the college the experience, influence, anhd
accompl ishment that Dew had. Dubbing the appointment an act
of political favoritism and nepotism, they also were hnot
pleased to have the important chair of moral philosophy
filled by one who held political views similar to those of
Dew and Tucker, views that might bring more public censure to
the institution. The visitors, they declared, had no right
to force on the faculty an unacceptable candidate. President
Robert Saunders objected not only on these grounds but on
persohal ones as well. The Saunders and Peachy families had
been involved in a feud of some duration, one possibly rooted
in Saunders’ role as one of Williamsburg’s Whig leaders and

the Peachvys’ Democratic aftfiliation. Saunders considered
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Peachy’s appoaintment a personal affront and immediately
resigned his month-old presidency, effective in July
1848. 1=
A majority of the students sided with the Ffaculty
majority, while Williamsburg residents and the state press
chose gides 1in the dispute. When Feachy arrived in
Williamsburg an 22 November 1847, a group of s5tudents with
blackened faces, beating on tin pans and ringing cow bells,
staged a midnight protest at the Peachy residence on Palace
Green. Archibald Peachy and his friends met the insult with
loaded firearms, and catastrophe was avoided only by the
intervention o+ Beverley Tucker.:=
Meanwhile Peachy had learnhed that Saunders’

resignation was a result ot his electionh and, believing that

this action had compromised his "haonaor as a gentleman," he
requested that Saunders publicly state his objections. When
Saunders refused, Peachy challenged him to a duel. Through

the intervention of mutual +friends the thallenge was settled
without bloodshed, but Peachy’s choice of Judge Christian’s
soh, a student at the college, to deliver the challenge
produced further difficulty. In early Jahuary 1848 a
majority of the faculty--excluding Tucker and Peachy--voted
to digmigs vyoung Christian for "disrespect to the Faculty,"
an action Tucker, Peachy, and Judge Christian regarded as
censure of their conduct,*=

The situation heated even moyr-e when the Board o+
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Visitors became embroiled in a contraversy with FPresident
Saunders over sale of some college land without Board
approval. Both the Vigsitors and Saunders considered such
action to be in their respective realms of authority. Before
the guestion was settled, Tucker poured mare ail on the
flames by informing +Friends on the Board that Saunders,
Minnigerode, Millington, and Holmes were plotting to move the
college to Richmond. Actually the four had only planned to
estabhlish their own university at Richmond, but For Tucker
this was enough to warrant the charge.?*®
In early March 1848 the Visjtors, meeting in
extraordinary session at Williamsburg, requested that the
faculty furnish a record of their proceedings for the 1847-48
session so that conditions at the college, including the
disputed land contracts, Tucker's charges cohcerning the
removal of the college to Richmond, and the move to dismiss
James Christian for his part in the aborted duel, might be
evaluated. The faculty, mmeting at Saunders’ residence on
Palace Green without the presence of Tuecker or Peachy,
refused 211 the Board’s demands except the reguest to explain
yaung Christian’s expulsian. Mot satisfied, the Visitors
ordered that Christian be reinstated and requested that the
entire faculty resign effective at the end of the sessian in
July, &
Between this March meeting and the regular meeting of

the Board in July 1848 tempers cooled somewhat, despite a
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cantinuved furor in the press. At the July rconclave the
Visitors re-elected Millington, Holmes, Peachy, and Tucker.
Saunders refused re-electian, and the Board declined +to
reappoint Minnigerode on the grounds that he refused to mnake

ahy effart to get along with Peachy. This action was not

popular with some Visitors, three of whom resigned. At this
same meeting the Visitors vated to offer Saunders? chair of
mathematics and the presidency to Benjamin Ewell and

Minnigerode’s chair of language to Professor Morgan J. Smead.
Neither had any conhection with those involved in the
cantroversy and thus were desirable candidates. 1™

Hetre matters stood when Ewell accepted the position
in July 1848. An avid reader of the Richmand Whiqg,
which had covered the controversy in some detail, he was
doubtless aware o+ the vicigsitudes the college had endured
since November. The situation was disquieting, but at least
he could expect to begin his administration with a #full
faculty. It was not to be. In mid-~August Haolmes and
Millington resigned—--Holmes to accept the presidency and
Millington the chair of chemistry and natural philosophy at
the new University of WMississippi. A month later FPeachy
resigned, having decided to seek a future in California.
Onty Tucker, professor of Law, remained.®

When Ewell arrived in Williamsburg in early October
1848 he found not onhly a diminished faculty but was informed

there would be no 1848-9%9 session except for Tucker's 1aw
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classes. Historians of the college have unanimously assumed
that the Board of Visitors vpoted to suspend classes to allow
time Ffar tempers to cool. This may have been a
consideration, but it is more likely that the Visitors felt
they could neot haope to compete for students with other
institutions without a full +aculty, and to attempt to +$ill
the vacant chairs in haste might invite the same sort of
controversy caused by Peachy’'s appointment. Because the
college corporation was vested in the president and masters,
the Visitors decided to honor their commitment to Ewell and
Smead tao prevent invalidation aof the charter. Ewell had
little choice. Having already declined an invitation to
return to Hampden-Sydney, it was too late to seek a position
elseuwhere for the 1848-49 session. He would stay +or the
year as acting-president, but he had ho intention o+f
remaining in that office when the year was over.1?

To earn his 1000 salary Ewell devoted his time to
repairing the college buildings, updating the scientific
apparatus, and attempting to find suitable candidates far the
vacant faculty positions.

The college plant consisted of three large
glazed-brick buildings arranged in a triangular configuration
and located at the west end of Williamsburg’'s main
thaoroughfare. At the apex aof the triangle stoad the main
building, erected in 1695, burned in 1705, and reconstructed

by about 1719. This structure contained lecture and
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conferehce rooms, a library, a laboratary, the college
chapel, student quarters, and a great hall which had fron
time to time during the colanial era served as a meeting yroom
for the House of Burgesses and Council. The college’s former
Indian Schoal, built in 1723 and called the "Brafferton,"
stoed to the left of the main building and served in t he
nineteenth century as a boarding-house +far students or g3
professbr’s residence. To the right, and directly across the
college yard from the Brafferton, was the President’s House,
erected in 1732.2°

These buildings had had little attention since the
Revolution and were in poor candition, especially the
President’s House which had been vacant for two years. With
the meager +funds available, Ewell was able only ta make
cosmetic repairs to his residence and to the main building.
In the college yard, nestled among the old and badly-diseased
live pnaks that lined the entrance to the college, were
several frame cabins that housed some af Williamsburg’s
relatively numerous +ree blacks. These structures he had
removed. Ewell nated that the school’s appearance was
improved, but the buildings would socon  require extensive
renovatiaon. During his forty-year tenure at William and Mary
he viould devote more energy to maintaining--or
reconstiructing--these ancient buildings than to any oOther

pursuit.=2

The college’s scientific instruments, some of which
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had been chosen by Professor William Small in the
mid-eighteenth century and were still in use a hundred years
later, also required attention. Ewell consulted with William
Fenn Hopkins of Tennemssee, an old friend from West Point who
had been appointed to the chair of natural philosophy at
William and Mary for the 184%-50 session, and together they
decided what apparatus should and could be purchased with the
funds available. The trouble was that none could be found
anywhere near Williamsburg. Ewell finally ordered most of
the instruments from England and traveled to New York ahd
Baoston to purchase the rest. Throughout the nineteenth
century most Southern colleges faced the problem of having
their already inhadequate +Ffunds Ffurther depleted by the
necessity to pay high shipping costs on equipment and books
which could be purchased only in the Mar-th or
abroad.==

Also during this ghost session, Ewell, in conjunction
with the Visitors, succeeded in finding acceptable scholars
to $i11 the vacant :héirs for the 184%9-50 session. Ewell
would retain the chair aof mathematics; Tucker, Smead, and
Hopkins would remains and Henry Augustine Washington, a
disciple of both Tucker and Dew, accepted the chair of
history, political economy, and constitutional Law. Silas
Tatten, former president of Trinity College at Hartford,
Connecticut, won the chair of wmoral philosophy and belles

lettres. William and bMary would also have a new president.



20
After several refusals Bishop John Johns agreed to accept the
presidency for a limited period.==
The Visitors® tenacious pursuit of Johns represented
anh important policy decision for that body. For years
friends o+ the callege had debated the merits of
strengthening the school’s unofficial but publicly-~accepted
ties to the Episcopal Church as opposed to a repudiation of
those conhections. Proponents of stronger association with
the Episcaopal Diocese af Virginia argued that the
amelioration of prejudice against Anglicanism, the success of
church-sponsored and church-suppor ted institutions in

Virginia, and the +fact that Virginia had no Episcopal

college, made stronger association desirable and would
encourage enrollment. Opponents maintained that the
continued existence of William and Mary rested on
non-denaminationalism and based their arguments an the

possibility of attracting the large number of Baptists and
Methodists in the Tidewater area, from which the college drew
most of its students. The former viewpoint prevailed with
the Visitaorg, mast of whom were Episcopalians. At the same
time they assured the public that sectarianism would not be
practiced with regard te faculty or students. Ewell
supported this position and endersed Johns’s appointment
without reservation. As a Presbyterian he had hever felt
comfortable with his appointment. ==

On this o©cecasion, the +first of several faculty
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rearganizations during Ewell’s association with William and
Mary, he was faced with what would become a recurring
di lemma. Should he remain or seek a better position? 1In the
summer of 1849 he applied +for a position with the Coast
Survey. Over the next two vyears he was offered mare
lucrative positions at other colleges, and with the HManassas
Gap Railroad and the James River and Kanawha Canal Company.
But in the end William and Mary cast its spell.=°
Over the years the institution bhad mysteriously
seduced many of its professors and most of its students with
an almaost indefinable magnetism made up of antiquity,
tradition, pride in past glories, and a sense of mission.
Many of those imtimately associated with the college--alumni,
faculty, visitors, and students--attempted to articulate this
special aura the schaool exuded, but none was completely
successful. Ewell would have more opportunity than anyone to
define this spiritual bond, but its exact compasition escaped
even his considerable rhetorical powers. Perhaps FPresident
Thomas Dew said it best in a letter to the Board of Visitors!
I have wmade my daily pilgrimage to that ancient building
and wandered through her halls for so mahy yYears that the
habit has grownh into nature. . . . My very aftfections are
entwined around that building and its rooms. A daily
communion with them has almost become essential to my
existence.

Ewell would remain and do what he could to insure the

continued existence of the old school he had grown to love.

Over the years this dedication would become an obsession, but

far the present he was relieved tao be able to serve the
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inatitution without having to bear, as president,
responsibility for any downturn in its precarious
fartune. ==

Bishop John Johns held the presidency for five years.
Unlike his predecessors, and in accord with the conditions of
his appointment, Johns did not teach. So that he might lend
his name and influence to the college and at the gsame time
continue his episcopal duties, the Visiteors had relieved him
of clagsroom assignments, Johns?’s pastoral visitations
throughout Virginia meant $frequent absences from the campus,
and on these occasions he left college aftfairs in the hands
of Ewell and Dr. Silas Totten. Both had had experience in
the role, although in Ewell's case it was wmore in Fform than
substance. In the wake of the 1847-48 difticulties Ewell
believed that the college could succeed only i+ it could
attract more students and maintain proper discipline. "Many
prejudices,” he wrote Francis H. Smith at UMI, "had to be
rescinded before the public, that many-headed monster thing,
was at all willing to grant any favoars.? Following Ewell’s
lead, the +aculty dedicated themselves to improving the
college’s image.="

Ewell found William and Mary, as a working
institution, to be much like the other colleges with which he
had been assoclated, if a bit more 1liberal in terms of
curriculum and discipline. In theary residential and

paternalistic, the college provided rooms in the main
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building for some students, but its dilapidated condition
faorced wmany to find lodging in Williamsburg, thus making the
town a sort pf extended campus. Many students, perhaps a
majority, had ancestral connections with college alumni or
were relatives of townspeople. A majaority were
Episcopalians, most came from Virginia, and almost all vere
Southerners.=®

Seeking to increase enrollment, college authorities
adaopted a number of measures. Because the candition af the
buildings discpouraged some praspective students, Ewell
was--predictably-~assigned the chore of supervising building
repairs. To give the appearance of a properous and populous
institution, each professor was allowed to bring in twe free
students, and about a dozen students attended at greatly
reduced rates. The faculty evenh entertained, but rejected,
the notion of making William and Mary a military school like
the thriving Virginia Military Institute at lLexington.
Student population increased from twenty in 1849-50 to
eighty-two in 1853-54, the last year af Johns’s presidency.
Building repairs, free students, and reﬁitted fees did
nothing, however, to achieve financial solvency, and more
students meant greater expenditures,=>

The course of study at Wilitiam and Mary centered
around classical studies. In 1779 Themas Jefferson, as a
membet- of the Board ot Visitors, had attempted to introduce a

mare pPragmatic curyriculum which excluded Latin and Greek, but
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he succeeded only in abolishing the chair of divinity and
adding a few courses in modern languages, law, and science.
From time to time William and Mary experimented with courses
more in keeping with 8 changing society, but by 1840 only a
slightly greater emphasis oh science and an palitical
economy—-—-the latter a legacy of the Dew years--remained to
distinguish college offerings from those of most of its
sister institutions. William and Mary did oft+er, however, an
elective system available at oanly a few other Southern
colleges. Morthern universities generally prescribed +or
students a rigid four-vear curriculum which offered little ar
no choice of Courses. William and Mary required that
students earn a certain number of credits in each department,
but within a particular department he could choose the
lectures he wished to attend. This course reguired three
vears for completion, and non-degree students were welcome.
A professor received a %20 fee from every student attending
each of his courses; under such a system popular instructors
fared best finhancially.Se

Ewell’s courses in mathematics, and after Hopkin’'s
resignation in the fall of 1850, in natural philosophy as
well, were always well-attended. Outgoing and amiable, Ewell
was a favorite on campus with students and faculty alike.
The one exception was professor of moral philosophy, the
Reverend Silas Totten, who considered Ewell his chief rival

for Johns's position. Their rivalry would not come to a head
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until Johns’'s resignation in 1854, but from the beginning
Totten considered Ewell a poor teacher and an unprincipled
papularity-seeker. whose marals were questionable. Ewell’s
Presbyterianism, his failure to attend church regularly, and
a fondness for wine and brandy caused Totten to brand him a
"had influence on student morals." Totten's opinion of Ewell
is remarkable For its unigueness. All other surviving
accounts of his character awnd ability describe him as
cooperative, tactful, honaorable, and an excellent scholar and
teacher=1
These same actounts, also without exception, mention
Ewell’s great success as a disciplinarian. Discipline was a
major concerh of all nineteenth-century colleges, and most
had elabarate rules governing student behavior. These
regulations were desighed to protect the young men from the
pleasures af the outside world and ta aid the +faculty in
acting in loco _parentis, William and Mary was an
exception in this regard. Subscribing to the
“treat-them-like-gentlemen" schagl, college authorities had
long believed behavior was a matter of personal honor and
that students should not be "harassed with petty regulation®
nor "insulted and annoyed by impertinent surveillance.®”
Despite his military training--or mavbe because of it--Ewell
agreed with this approach. Rigid rules, he believed, aroused
resentment and encouraged violations and riots. A few

rules, administered with parental kindness, tolerance, and
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consistency, brought the best results. Johns left the
disposition of disciplinary problems mainly tn Ewell, and,
despite a liberal policy and Ewell’s leniency, the caollege

suffered no wmajor disruptions in the 18505 such as those that

occurred at many other institutions. Ewell’s informal
approach to +frequent, but seldom serious incidents of
drunkenness, disorderly conduct, and absence without

permission earned him the atfection of the students and the
confidence of parents who remembered the 1848 disturbances at
Wiltiam and Mary.3Z

I+ lite at the college was usually peaceful and his
work there rewarding, the situation at home was worse than
ever. Because of increased tensions in their personal
relationship Julia Ewell chose to return to her parent’s home
at York, Pennsylvania, rather than accompany Benjamin to
Williamsburg. She did not join him there until the fall af
1850. Eight~year-old Lizzy lived with he) paternal
grandmother at Stony Lonesome in Prince William County and
noccasionally visited York and Williamsburg. Julia pleaded
with her Ewell relations to be allowed to remain with her
daughter, but the family believed "the danger of her getting
too intimate with the boys" and her generally erratic and
indiscreet behavior would ruin a school for youhg men
recently established at Stony Lonesome by Ben’s younger
brother William. It seems likely Benjamin refused to take

Julia to Williamsburg for the same reason.35
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By the summer of 1850 Julia’s apparently
deteriorating emotional state and her viplent displays of
temper had adversely aftected the peace of her parent’s home.
Finding that her welcome at York had worn extremely thin, she
asked to be allawed ta come to Williamsburg. Benjamin,
deciding that his wife’s presence would at least make it
possible to bring Lizzy to Williamsburg, consented to a
reconciliation. Upon leaving the President’s House in the
summer of 1849, Ewell had occupied a small house near the
ruins of the colonial capitol. In September 1850 Julja and
Lizzy joined him and the students who boarded in bhis
homne. ==
FPeace reigned for only & short while. Soon the
Ewells’ "battles and brawls," in which friends and neighbors
became involved, disturbed the neighborhood and became the
talk of the tawn. Maost residents sided with Ben and
proclaimed Julia to be "hal$ crazed" and "impossible to 1live
with.” Protessor Silas Totten, never fond of Euwell, took a
dit++erent view. He attributed Julia’s behavior to Benjamin’s
unreasohnable and tyrannical control of his youhg wife’s
activities, his refusal to allow her to dress in a manner
commensurate with "her paogition in society,” and his taking
of a mulatto mistress. Totten’s charges cahnot be
substantiated aor denied. In any case the reconciliatian, to
the relief of everyone but Julia, was short-lived. In the

late fall af 1851 Benjamin implored his mother or sister to
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come to Williamsburg to care for Lizzy, noting that "fJulial
is so very violent and goes to such lengths, I do neot khow
how to keep her indiscretions of speech & temper secret any
longer." Ewell made nho mention of Julia's behavior toward
the students, but ohe student reputedly said she should be
*drawn and quartered." Surviving sources do nhot allow
definitive assessment of the Ewells’ conjugal differences.
They may simply have been the result bpf the ten-year age
difference or of her vivacious and rebellious personality.
On the other hand, her almost incoherent correspondence with
friends in Williamsburg indicates a severe mental disarder,
possibly depression or schizophrenia. In the +fall of 1851
Julia returned to York. Over the vyears Lizzy wvisited her
mother often and Ben visited occasiohally, but Julia did not

return to Williamsburg until after Benjamin’s death.3®

In Barch 1854 Bishop Johns resigned the presidency of
the college. To serve as president pro-tempore wuntil the
Vigsitors met in July, the faculty chose Silas Totten, the
only other clergyman on the faculty and Johns's probable
successor. At the time of Johns’s appointment in 1849
tollege of+icials had hoped the college could make a new
beginning accompanied by greater public support and closer
ties to the Episcopal Church. Although competition with an

increasing number of celleges for students, funds, and public
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support continued, the college had achieved a sort of
stability, Enrallment increased, and the dissensions of
184748 did not reappear. Johns's administratian was

considered a success, and the Visitors were anxious that

these gains be continued. Tatten, who believed he had been
promised the presidency upan Johns's retirement, had every
reason to believe he would receive appraval £ r-om the

Visitors., However, by the time the Bpard met in July, Totten
had become a liability.ss
In May the Richmond Examiner, the capital’s

most extreme states’ rights newspaper, published an attack on
Totten by a Williamsburg resident which cited his Northern
birth and education as evidence of his support for
abolitionism. Faculty and students quickly came to Totten's
defense, but as far as the Visitors were concerned the damage
had been done. Totten may simply have been another victim of
the increasing attacks on Marthern-born academicians in the
18505, but, in view of the college’s struggle for survival,
his credentials as an Episcopal clergyman were not enough to
convince the Visitors to appoint a Northerner to the
Presidency. The goverhing body, apparently having decided

not to support an additional professorship, was forced to

choose from the existing faculty. a+ the 1849
appointments-—-those with long-tern experience at the
college--only Ewell and Margan J. Smead, professor of

languages, remained as logical chpices. Smead, a German
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scholar who was extremely unpopular with both students and
faculty, would not do. With Johns's sStrong support the
Visitors chase Ewell as the college’s fifteenth president and
only its third non-clerical executive.=7

Totten accused Ewell of deliberately flattering Johns
in order to receive his support for appointment to the
presidency, but the evidehce is oaverwhelming that Ewell
neither sought nor expected to be o+fered the position.
Ewell’s dedication to the college has probably been
ungurpassed by any of its presidents, but his reluctance to
assume the responsibilities of the aoffice is also
unsurpassed. During the summer of 1854 Ewell's good friend
George E. Dabney of Richmaond sought scores of letters in
support of Ewell’'s appointment to the vacant chair of
mathematics at the University of Virginia. Although Ewell
retused actively to seek the position, he did not discourage
Dabney’s efforts. Meanwhile, Ewell wunsuccessfully urged
Bishop Johns to nominate 2 prominent Episcopal minister as
his successor. Ewell obviously wished to remain at William
and Mary, but as a professor, not as president. During this
same period Ewell briefly entertained the possibility of
joining his brother Richard, serving with the United States
Army at Los Lunas, bMNew bMexico, in a get-rich-quick scheme to
sell "large heavy dray horses" in San Francisco. Relying on
information from the legendary Kit Carson that such an

undertaking would vield enormous profits, and planning to
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borrow the necessary capital from William Tecumseh Sherman; a
former West Point classmate and in 1854 an associate in a St.
Louis banking house, Richard urged Benjamin to acquire horses
in the States and drive them to his post at Los
Lunas.>*

In the end the interests of William and Mary
prevailed, as they would so often in the future. Refusing
either to pursue the University of Virginia appointment or to
join his brother in a risky enterprise, Ewell cast his lot
with the old cpllege in Williamsburg. The decision would
praove irrevocable as William and Mary increasingly claimed
his energies and his heart.

On 5 July 1854 Ewell took his seat as president of
the college. Like his counterparts at other institutions in
the antebellum evra, he found his duties varied, humerous, and
complex. To the students he was teacher, surrogate father,
counselor, and disciplinarian. College administration
required his services as chief executive, business manager,
fund-praiser, and maintenance supervisor--the last an all too
familiar function to Ewell. In the public secter he was
lobbyist, public relations officer, and master of ceremonies
on farmal occasions. Perhaps the most important function of
all was that of peacemalker among friends and patrons of the
college; community, Visitors, alumni, students, parents, and
faculty represented varied and often contlicting interests.

Often the recipient of adulation,the president was alsac a
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ready target for criticism. In only one respect did Ewell’s
responsibilities differ significantly from most antebellum
college presidents: his lay rather than clerical status. Onhe
scholar has concluded that of 288 pre-war presidents, 262
were ordained ministers. As a layman and mathematician Ewell
did hot serve as chaplain, conduct services at local
churches, nor teach the important course in moral philosophy.
Professor Totten assumed these duties,>”

The first +five years of Eviell’s presidency were
dominated by the +familiar and interrelated PpProblems of
attracting more students and more monhey. DBuring his first
term eighty-two students enrolled, the same nhumber as during
Johns's last year, but by 1858 the number had fallen to only
forty-seven. Just why this decline occurred is net clear.
Ewell believed it the result aof the loss of Bishop Jaohnhs’s
influence as a clergyman anhd Episcopalian. Increasing
development and popularity of colleges in more-prospetrous
western Virginia doubtless played a role, a5 did the +fear
generated by a severe yellow fever epidemic whith claimed
hearly 2000 lives in nearby NMNortolk durihg the summer of
1855. Fewer students meant less income. Higher fees might
only invite a further decline in enrollment and, because the
college was already selling its product for less than cost,
lower fees were unthinkable. To protect the college’s
endpwment and assure its survival Ewell felt bound to +ind

more students and additional sources of income.=°
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In 1855 Ewell supetrvised the preparation and
publication ot the school’s first general catalog which he
haped would provide much-needed publicity, This he
supplemented with advertisements in a&ll the state’s major
nevispapers. At about this same time the faculty cansidered
abandoning the cnollege’s liberal three-year elective system
and acceptanhce of non~degree students in favar of the
four-year curpriculum track which prevailed at Northern
uhiversities. This move, some believed, would prove
financially advantageous because it required Fewer courses
and tended to keep students in schaaol for at least Ffour
years. Monetary considerations dictated a course less
responsive to a grawing and changing society but more in
keeping with financial solvency. Ironically, several
Morthern universities, including Harwvard, Union College,
Amherst, the University of Vermont, and Brown University were
considering the adoptiaon of the elective system which Willimn
and Mary and the University of Virginia practiced., True to
the resistance-~to-change attitude which prevailed in all
nineteenth century colleges, traditional practices continued
at Maorthern universities and at William and Mary.=?

Ewell turned next taoa the Virginia 1legislature +Ffor
help. In July 1854 and August 1857 William and HMary joined
Virginia's other private institutions in convention at
Richmond to request aid +rom the state's Literary Fund.

These caohventions were dominated by the oratory af
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Governor—--and William and Mary visitor--Henry A. Wise who as
an ardent advocate of state-supported schools at the primary,
secondary, and cecllegiate level, asked support Ffor alil
Virginia’s educational institutions. Despite Wise's
eloquence and the pleas of many ceollege presidents, the
General Assembly continued its policy of supporting only the
state university at Charlottesville and the Virginia Military
Institute at Lexingtan.==
As enrollment continued to fall, and it became clear
that neither private nor state sources would provide adequate
support, EWell ‘turned to ‘federal sSpurces. On several
occasions in the mid-nineteenth century William and Mary had
unsuccessfully petitioned Conhgress +or indemnity +for rent
and/or fire damage to college buildings while they were
occupied by French troops during and after the surrender at
Yarktowvn. In December 1854 Ewell renewed these claims,
asking the Congressional Revolutionary Claims Committee to
approve $53,400 for use and abuse of college property. As in
the past, Congress refused to take action on the reguest on
graunds that responsibility Iay with the State of
Virginia.==
Failing to obtain financial support, Ewell tried
anather approach, one involving an old problemi: the college’s
decreaepit buildings. I+ the physical plant could be
substantially rather than superficially improved, perhaps

more students could be encouraged to attend the college.
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Student gQuarters, constructed in 1223 especially demanded
attention, They were approachable only by narrow and
unlighted stairways, lacked adequate ventilation, light, anhd
heat. Beginning in early 185& and working primarily with
funds donated by members of the Board of Visitors, Ewell
supervised a complete renovation of the interior of the
college building. Inh addition to improvements to the living
guarters, stairwells, and lecture rooms, the library and the
literaty society rooms received a complete facelift.
Eighteenth century chimneys were staled down and the interior

of the colanial chapel completely refurbished. ==

Despite the added responsibilities Ewell assumed as
president, his relations with other members of the c¢college
community remained essentially unchanged. With the students,
all of whom he taught at onhe time or another, he encouraged
an intimacy that did not compromise respect. Rules that were
flexible, reasonable, anhd administered impartially led most
of the Yyoung men to regard him with genuine affection.
Students of the 1850z dubbed him "0ld Buck," a nickname Ewell
would carry the rest of his life. In his dealings with the
faculty he assumed the role of associate rather than
superiorj no feuds of the 1848 gentre accurred in the 1850s.
When the situation demanded, Ewell could bhe eloquent and
persuasive, but he generally preferred to avoid rather than

splve problems. At least until 1858 peace reigned also with
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the Board of Visitors who appreciated Ewell’s confidence and
faith in the future ot William and Mary. Besides Ewell'g
cantribution to harmany, he also canvinced the Visitors to
increase the number and quality of courses in chemistry and
natural philosophy, subjects dear tao his heart.=®

The tranquility of the academic realm in the
mid-18508 contrasted sharply with the lively atmosphere of
the President’s House. Lizzy--pretty, independent, and
viillful like Julia but possessed of her father’s charm and
manhers--was Ben'’s pride and joy. Small of stature,
dark-haired, and spirited, she was a favorite on campus and
in town but aoften a tribulation to hetr grandmother and her
Aunt Rebecca who +found her "opinichated and o©obstinate."

Elizabeth Ewell had lijved with Ben and Lizzy since Julia's

departurej "Becca" supervised the +Ffamily farm in Prince
William County +from spring through +fall, returning to
Williamsburg every winter. Elizabeth Ewell, with Lizzy’s

help, served as hostezss to as many as six students who
boarded in the attic and te faculty members who often maoved
in with their entire +family and all their personal
passessions 1n tow. FParents and other visitors came and
went, as did Lizzy’s many beau and numerous Ewell relatives,
Official events, such as Commencement and meetings of the
Board of Visitors, attracted overflow crowds of guests and
required the planning and supervision of dinners, parties,

and balls. These duties Elizabeth took in stride, although



107
she complained loudly about Ben’s hablt af inviting everyone
in town~-"a motley crew” in her ppinich--to Vvisit, and his
digsinclination to control the three hired servants whom she
considered "the most provoking wretehes in the world."
Commenting on their laziness and slovenly work, Elijzabeth
remarked that she was "rather tired of being in a house where
the servants are the mast important members of the family and
where their will and pleasure iz the first thing considered.?®

Elizabeth, whao +aVnréd the reopening of the Slave trade, was
always more comfortable with the institution of slavery than
was Ben whose attitude was rather Jeffersonian.=e

The Ewells’® somewhat chaotic but generally satisfying
existence in the President’s House threatened to come to an
end in 1858 when the Visitors cohnsidered yet ancther

"reorganization" pf the college. Impetus +for this move came
from Virginia’s fiery, energetic, and pugnacious governor,
Henry Alexander Wise. An ardent states’-righter, Wise
believed Virginia’s best hope 0f regainhing her former glory
and retaining her character 18y in internal development of
her resources and institutions, the better to resist outside
interference. A major tenet of his plan was an educational
system that would include free public Schoois far all, free
tuition for college students who would teach in the common
schools, and a system of preparatory "colleges® that would
act as +feeders to the university at Charlottesville.

Attempting to sell these (deas to the public and the General
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Assembly, Wise had dominated statewide education conventions
held in Richmond in 1838 and 1857.%7
When these efforts failed, Wise, a William and Mary
Visitor since 1848, sought to implement at the college at
least part of his plan. He proposed to standardize the
curriculum for all students, add a grammar school and a
preparatory department, and even suggested the college be
relocated in his home county of Accomac where students could
bathe in the sea and enjoy the view. Ewell strongly opposed
Wise’s scheme on grounds that it Ymight do very well Ffor a
new country where there are no qoeod preparatory schools or
academies, " but in Williamsburg a grammar or secondary school
under the same roof as the college could only cause trouble.
He alsao believed the right of students to a limited choice of
courses should be maintained. At issue in all these
aobjections was Ewell’s determination that the character of
William and Mary be maintained.=o
The Visitors held their annual meeting at the college
during the second week ot July. After a stormy session in
which Ewell and Wise engaged in "gsome sharp-shooting" and
Ewell "resigned three times," the Bpard rejected Wise’s plan
despite his "commanding eloaquence." Ewell, fearing for
future enrollments, was displeased that the Visitors had even
considered Wise’s proposal in what proved to be a highly
pulicized session. Consequently, he resignhed the presidency

and requested that he retain anly his mathematics
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professorship. The poor health he suffered at the time may
also have been a factor. A sharply divided Board finally
accepted his resignatiaon and offered the presidency to the
Reverend Robert Barnwell, professor of moral philosophy and
chaplain at South Carolina Caollege. Ewell approved of this
move because he believed with a majority of the Visitors that
the callege would be more likely to prosper wih an Episcopal
minister as its president.=¥

During the summer of 1858 Ewell prepared to turn over
the reins to the Reverend Barnwell. But ohce again his career
took a sudden turn. In August Barnwell, uhwilling to leave
his native state of South Carolina, declined the Visitors’
offer. At the request of the Board, Ewell agreed to remain
as president until other arrangements could be made. Again
sentiment triumphed over reluctance.®®

Meanwhile Elizabeth Ewell and Lizzy worried about
where they would live if Benjamin left the house on campus.
Their concern stemmed from the fact that the plantation house
Ben had begun to build near Williamsburg was unfinished. In
late 18546 and early 1857 Ewell had purchased nhearly 3500 acres
lvying oh the main stage road to Richmond and abuut.fuur miles
from the coallege. In early summer 1858 he had begunh building
a brick and frame three-story dwelling which ‘teatured six
fireplaces and upper and lower level porches extending around
three sides of the house. He also planhed to use sawdust and

unhplastered brick as insulation for the outer walls and
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flaors and to include two ingide closet privies served by
chemical chambers. Pear and apple orchards would provide
landscaping and shade. In the pre-war years the farm’s only
permanent residents during the college session were a white
managerr and a score o+f hired slaves who raised chickens,
potatoes, melons, corn, and oats. Ben was exceedingly fond
of his farm and of the new housej its existence may go far in
explaining his willingness to remain at William and DMary in

1858 despite loss of the presidency.®?

With the reorganization issue settléd and building
renovations complete, Ewell began early the next fall to plan
a special celebration in honor of the colleqge’s Lé&éth
anniversary on 8 February 1859. The event--toe which alumni,
parents, friends of the college, and most of the state’s
dignitaries were invited--would serve to publicize and show
off the improved campus. Ewell also hoped it might encourage
increased enrcllment and financial support. A speech by
former United States President John Tyler, the reading of a
long narrative poem written for the occasion by St. Georqge
Tucker of Winchester, and Tyler’s investiture as second
chancellor of William and Mary were to be highlights. It was
all scheduled far 19 February 1859. In the early marning o+
February eighth--the 166th anniversary of the college’s
founding--fire destroyed the nhewly-renovated caollege

building.®=
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The blaze, which began in the north wing of the
building, destroved the entire interior and the roof but left
most of the two-foot-thick exterior walls stapding. Ewell,
awakened by FProfessor of History Robert Morrison who boarded
at the President’s House, rushed into the building to Irescue
several sfudents as well as the college seal, portraits of
former pres@dents, and some of the conllege records.
Destroyed were the library and its 8000 volumes which had
been acquired over 150 yearsj; chemical apparatus collected
hearlty 100 years before by Jefferson’s mentor, Dr. William
Small; mural tablets in the chapel which crumbled +from the
heat; and the original of the charter transfer of William and
Mary from the English crowh to the President and Professors.
A number of the college’s ancient records escaped because
Ewell had sent them to Johnh Tyler that he might prepare his
address for the celebration on February nhineteenth,.®=
Ewell, still mourning the death of Elizabeth Ewell on
18 Januvary 1859, was faced with problems much more Severe
than the renovation and repairs he had supervised over the
previous ten years. Possessed by a sense  of urgency, the
community, callege, and Ewell proceeded with a speed

uncharacterisotic of any of them to collect the 20,000 of

insurance, to find temporary lecture rooms and
accommodations, hire architects, and solicit funds for
rebuilding. "To avoid a1l doubt," John Tyler sent out an

urgent call far the Visitors to assemble at Williamsburg on
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the eighteenth. Any suggestion that the college shauld nopt
be rebuilt or that it should be resurrected oh a new sSite had
to be put to rest immediately. Despite this activity, Ewell
and a majority of his faculty colleagues encountered
oppaosition, notably from Professaor Totten wha believed a mare
commodious and convenient building should be constructed pn a
hew site and that such a plan would be financially
advantageous. Apparently Governor Wise, in his capacity as
Visitaor, also questioned the feasibility of retaining the ald
walls, o=

This opposition forced Ewell), perhaps for the +First
time, to articulate his feelings for the college, and he
souhded a theme he would repeat with remarkable consistency
many times in his lang career as president. ULike the sons of
most pold Virginhia families, he topk great pride in Virginia’s
past, in her contributions to the Revalution and the Union.
Awareness of the decline ot the state's elite, its economic
stagnation, and decreased hational influence only increased
pride of heritage and place. William and Mary was, to him, a
living monhument to the state’s golden age. Ih the college's
past lay justification for its present and its +future. To
consider tearing down the old walls or building on a new site
was to suggest that the institution’s most tangible link to
its past be abandoned. To buttress his argument Ewell cited
evidence that the charred remains were indeed the original

walls constructed in 1695. During recent replastering, beams
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had been exposed which showed signs of extensive damage that
could only have come from a previous +Fire in October
1705.%°

Ewell had his way. In late April 1859 rebuilding
began. For six months, warking with a committee of Visitors
which included Tyler and Virginia historian Hugh Blair
Grigsby, he pushed relentlessly far caompletion in time +for
the f23l1ll session. Meanwhile, determined that optimism would
prevail, he went ahead on February ninetesnth with the 1a&&th
anniversary celebration, an evenht he transformed into a
fund-raiser. In October faculty and students occupied the
gray brick, Italian Renaissance-style building, although it
was far from completed. Flooring, plastering, and {ireplaces
remained unfinished, and the roo#f leaked. Some complained
that the building was ugly and seemed out of place, but for
Ewell it was a triumph. Not a single day had been lost from
lectures, not a cent of the endowment fund expended, and best
of all, "the prestige of its antiguity . . .Lhad beenl
retalned in those old walls."Se

By February 1860, to everyone's relief, the college
building was caomplete, although the roaof still leaked.
College auvthorities entertained high hopes for increased
enrol lment, especially after the Visitors re-established the
Law chair, vacant since 18%58. But William and Mary was still
unable to attract large numbers of students, and Ewell faced

a minor crisis in January 1861 when a number of Williamsburg
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residents petitioned the Virginia General Assembly, in the
interest of the Tidewater area and for the "dignity of the
state," to assume management of the college and endow i1t as
the University was endowed. Ewell opposed such a move and
was, undoubtedly, resentful of charges that the college’s
administration was incompetent. He need not have worried
about state control. The legislature refused to consider the
petition, and the college went on as before. In the winter
af 1880-6)1 the General Assembly, the college community, and
most of the citizens of Williamsburg and the state had more
important issues to consider.®7

On October 16, three days after the beginhing of the
1859-40 session at William and Mary, John Brown--calling for
a slave insurrection--attacked and briefly held the +ederal
arsenal at Harper’'s Ferry. Waves of panic swept through
Virginia and the South as union or secession was debated
furiously. Abraham Lincaoln’s election to the presidency and
the failure of compromise proposals caused, by i February
1B&61, the secession of seven Deep South states. Meanwhile,
considering "the threatening aspect of domestic politics,"
the faculty at William and Mary approved Farmation of a
military company “composed of those connected with the
college. " Mot intended as a permanent organization, the
college military company elected Ewell its captain and
proceeded to train students should their services be required

in detense ot the state. On 13 February 1841 a state
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convention met at Richmond to consider Virginia’s future in
the Union. The convenhtion pursued a restrained course until
President Lincoln, in response to the firinhg by South
Carolina troops on the federal garrison at Fort Sumter on 12
April 1861, issued a call for 75,000 volunteers. Unwilling
to take up arms agalnst sister Southern states, the Virginia
convention passed ah ordinance of secession.®®

For Benjamin Ewell and for the College of William and
Mary it was the end of an era. Despite controversy,
reorganizations, and requests faor state control, Ewell had
seen the college through the 1830s and survived as its
president. Despite law enrallments, competition fraom ather
institutions, and a disastrous +ire, the coallege had

survived. Would the nhation?
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Tyler also argued on the basis of Chief Justice John
Marshall's decision in the Dartmouth College case that
William and Mary was a private corporation and that the state
legislature had nt power to change its location.
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75, 813 Schmidt, College President, PP. 45-48 and
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Thwing, The College President (Mew York: pMacMillan Co.,
1924), p. 493 Rudolph, American Colleqge, pp. 1&60-161.
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defenses of slavery. On 18 October 1843 the Richmond
Daily Whig attacked Dew’s political views as well as the
callege of which he was president and urged parents ta avoid
Sending their sons there. The Richmond Enquirer, a
Democratic argan, defended William and Mary, but the public
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Beverley Tucker: Heart Over Head in the 0Old South
(Baltimore and London! Johns Hopkins University Press, 1978),
P. 1913 Percy Winfield Turrentine, "Life and Works of
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tZJohn Millington to LEdward Virginiusl
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Paperss Richmond Enquirer, 12 HNov. 1847; Charles
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Saunders to Robert MMoCandlish, 2 Nov., 1847, WM College
Papers, CWM.
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Virginiusl Valentine, 1S Jan. 1848, Valentine Museum,
Richmond, Va.j Nathaniel Beverley Tucker to Cynthia Beverley
Tucker, 28 Nov. 1847 and 1 Mar. 1848, Tucker-Coleman Papers,
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College Papers;j Turrentine, "Tucker," [« 18 13893 John
Millington to [Edward Virginiusl Valentine, Valentine Museum,
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Board of Visitors, 4 Mar. 1848, WM College Papers.

itafFaculty Minutes, 2-4 Mar. 1848, CWh; Hariana
Saunders to Sally Galt, [3(?) Mar. 18481, Galt Papers, CWh3;
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1oFlizabeth Ewell (mother) to BSE, £E?1 1849,
Evell Papers, CWiH3 George Frederick Halmes to Robert
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Ewell Autobiography, and Robkert MclCandlish to BSE, 15
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2aRlock quotation is in Dew to the Board of
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123
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Williamsburg Weekly Gazette, 28 July 18583 Elizabeth
Ewell {mother) to Rebecca Ewell, 11 Oct. 1858, Robert
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18585 Totten Journal, CWM,
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Virginia Historic Landmarks Commission.
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pp. 54-35; Tyler, Colonial Capital, pp. 189, 198§ John
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Francis H. Smith, 14 Feb. 1859, Smith Papers, VMI; Wha,
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CHAPTER V
THE WAR YEARS: 1861-1865

For Benjamin Ewell, as foar so many Virginians, the
choice was agonizing. Political extremism, he believed, had
no future} secession was unconstitutional, imprudent, and
unnecessary. Like so many Southern academicians, but unlike
most residents of predominantly secessianist Tidewater, Ewell
fervently hoped, until the last hour, that the Union could be
preserved.*

A diversity of opinion concerning secession prevailed
among faculty and students at William and bdary, but Ewell
made it clear where he stood. A group of students attempting
to f1ly a Confederate flag Ffrom the college building were
forced to remove it to a pole some distance away. Wheh
another student expressed concern that a speech he planned
denouncing secession might create a disturbance, Ewell
pramised to "tell the audience that he . . . fully endaorsed
every word of it.” Most students believed Ewell had accepted
the captaincy of the college militia only to prevent its
further organization. The pro-secession vote of the Virginia
Convention on 17 April 1861 marked one o+ the darkest days of
his life and forced him to make the difficult chaoice between
allegiances.®

On 23 April 18461 Ewell oftfered hiz services, as a
graduate aof West Point, "for any purpose of local defense or
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organization on the Peninsula.” A week later Robert Edward
Lee, commander-in-chief of Virginia forces, appointed him
major of volunteers and requested he immediately organize a
battalion for defense of the area between the James and York
Rivers. Unlike most of his former classmates and students at
West Point, Ewell'’'s decision was not complicated by an active
commissian in the Army. He was, haowever, fifty-ane years
old, had always despised the military life, and had never

commanded troops. Nor did he enthusiastically support the

cause of Southern independence. All these arguments gave way
to loyalty to Virginia and concern +For her defense. In
justification of his course he wrote that "*when active war

waged, resistance became a question of self defense and all,
whatever were their views, united to defend the homes &
firesides, their people & state.”>

With the president in the army, most of the students
having departed to enlist in their home cpounties, and the
Virginia Peninsula vulnerable to invasion by Federal troops,
the faculty, "guided by a sense of public duty,” voted on 10
May 1861 to close the college. College bursar Tazewell
Tavlor o+ Norfolk assumed responsibility +or the school’s
+inancial records, and a partion of the funds were invested
in Confederate bonds. (After the occupation of NMNorfolk by
Federal troops in 1862 the records were sent to Hugh Blair
Grigshy’s home in Charlotte County.) The President’s House

and Brafferton were entrusted to the care of faculty and
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tawnspeople with provision they be aopened to refugees {from
Hampton, a community adjacent to federally-controlled
Frotress Monrae on the lower peninsula. A statue of colenial
governor Lord Botetourt, some books, chemical apparatus, and
records were stored at the Lunatic Asylum while townspeople
assumed responsibility +for the college’s portraits and
silver. The main building became a barracks and later a
hospital for Contederate troops. Ewell purchased insurance
for the new building, and the Visitors took steps tao
guarantee that the Confederate government would pay rent and
damages. Ewell and the Visitors, apparently expecting a
short period of conftlict, made it clear they planned to
reopen the colege in January 18&62.%

Meanwhile Ewell attended to military duties.
Commissioned Lieutenant Colonel of the 32nd Regiment of
Virginia Volunteers in early HMay, he assumed temporary
command of land forces for the Virginia Peninsula and was
ordered by lLee to recruit and provide training for at least
ten companies fraom James City, York, Warwick, and Elizabeth
City counties and the towns of Williamsburg and Hampton.
Authorities in Richmond, convinced that Federal forces would
soon launch an attack on Richmond via the Peninsula, urged
speed in the endeavor. Ewell found the task exasperating.
Degpite broad support on the Peninsula for secession, men
were not readily persuaded to defend the cause. Those he

convinced to enlist were raw--"as much so as possible”--and
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did not take kindly to military discipline. Some had
personal servants to carry their baggage while their parents
follawed with wagaons loaded with clothing, food, and medical
supplies. Richmond was slow to respond to requests for arms
and ammunition. Beginning with only the Williamsburg Junior
Guards, numbering forty-three rank and +ile, Ewell finally
succeeded in raising twelve companies of volunteers and
establishing for theilr training a temporary encampment called
Camp Page, located on Capital Landing Road near
Williamsburg.®
The town of Hampton, also under Ewell’s command,
posed another major praoblen. Because the community was
located just across Hampton River from the Federal garrison
at Fortress Manroe aon 0ld Point Comfort, hostilities between
local patrols and Union pickets were a constant threat. (See

Map A) Ewell and military authorities at Richmond hoped a

serious confrontation could be avoided, at least until
Virginia could better organize her defenses. Communications
between Hampton and Williamsburg were poor, and Ewell

traveled to Hampton several times during the Ffirst three
weeks of May 1881 to investigate the situation there. On 249
May, having been informed of an attack on Hampton by the
enemy at Fortress Monroe, he made the thirty-mile trip again.
When he arrived he found that his commander at Hampton, Major
John B. GCary, was in conference at the Fort with Major

General Benjamin Franklin Butler, who had arrived that day
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with regiments from Massachusetts, New York, and Vermont to
assume command at 0Old Point. When Ewell attempted to join
the interview; he was "unceremoniously dealt withj . . -
taken prisoner and marched intao the fort." Cary demanded
Butler release Ewell, which he did the following marningj; no
reason was ever given for his arrest.®

It must have been with considerable relief that
Ewell, wupon his arrival at Williamsburg the next davy,
discovered that Colonel John Bankhead Magruder had arrived to
take aver cammand of the Department af the Peninsula. The
courtly, polished, and vaih Magruder, who wore a wig and dyed
his mustache, had been at West Paint with Ewelljs the two
Virginians knew one another well. "Prince John" established
his headquarters at Yorktown, leaving Ewell in command of a
small force at Williamsburg. Ewell’*s principal duty would be
to plan and supervise the building af a line of earthwarks at
Williamsburg.”

Williamsburg’s location at the narrowest paint of the
peninsula formed by the James and York Rivers, and its
fifty-mile diétan:e from Richmond, made it an important
defensive positioaon. Confederate military authorities planned
to deftend the capital from a Union advance up the FPeninsula
by erecting batteries on the James and York rivers and
building two lines of fortifications across the Peninsulal
one running from York River to Warwick Creek, which +flowed

into James Riverj the other at Williamsburg. The area around
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the colonial capital was generally wooded and cut by tidal
creeks which emptied into both rivers. Some of these streams
ran almost to the center aof the narrow strip of land and most
were flanked by impassable swamps. The only passage an
invading army could follow up the Peninsula was the sStreets
of Williamsburg. (See dap A)®

Before Magruder's arrival Lee had oprdered Ewell to
locate anhd construct a line of fortifications acraoss the
Peninsula, Taking advantage of the topographical features,
Ewell planned anhd began to survey a 1line running northward
from Tutter’s Neck Pond, a tributary of College Creek, to a
point near the head of Gueen®’s Creek. lLee accompanied Ewell
oh a tour of the terrain, approved the plan, and on 12 May
sent a young en9ineer, Captain Alfred Landon Rives, to survey
the sites of the proposed entrenchments. Rives refused to
accept Ewell’s line of defense on grounds that it was longer
than Ewell had maintained, crossed untaveorable terrain, and
required an unnecessary amount of labor. Rives then chose a
line begihning at the same position on the right--at Tutter’s
Neck Pond--but placinhg the central wark Ffurther below
Williamsburg and the le+t terminus oh Cub Creek, a tributary
of Gueen’s Creek. Ewell objected that Rives’s 1line was
“double the necessary length" and strategically unsound. (See
Map B) Ewell wrote Lee stating these objections and asking
that the impertinent ybung engineer be overruled or that he

(Ewell) "be relieved of all responsibility."” lL.ee forwarded
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Ewell’'s letter to Rives. In his reply to Lee, Rives
criticized not only Ewell’s judgement but his failure ¢to
begin work an the entrenchments hear the right of the line.
Lee toolk no action. Magruder approved Rives's plan, and
canstruction began the last week of May 18461.~
Ewell never forgot the slight. He resented Lee’s and
Magruder’s lack of conftidence in his engineering ability as
well as the fact that Magruder was given credit, then and
later, for planning the fortifications of the right and
center aof the Williamsburg Line which he had +irst proposed
and survevyed. When the defensive works on the lett were not
finished in time to meet the Union advance, he blamed the
+ailure on Rives's plan for a line nearly twice as long as
the ohe he had supported. Ewell received some consolation
+rom Magruder’®s admission, in April 1862, that "he L[Magruderl
regretted he had not listened to my tremonstance.?® As for
Lee, Ewell wrote that "it is an unquestionable fact that
General Lee, whose attentions had been by my letter finally
called to the subject, is partly responsible." Ewell would
always believe the Union advance on Richmond should and could
have been arrested at Williamsburg.2®
Despite his desire naot to be held responsible, Ewell
made peace with young Rives and with his old friend Magruder
and set to work supervising construction of the entrenchments
two miles east of Williamsburg. The defensive line, as

surveyed by Rives, would consist o+ fourteen redoubts with
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the principal work at "Fort pdMagruder," just west of the
junction of the Yorktown and Hampton roads {(See Map B).
Trenches and rifle pitg had to be dug, earthworks
constructed, and, at some points, trees Ffelled outward to
form abatis. For nearly a year Ewell struggled to complete
the fortifications befoOre they were needed. Military
authorities at Richmand caonstantly urged greater speed while
Ewell and Magruder appealed almost daily for more men and
supplies. Illness and death from disease decimated the
troops. Convincing pwners to part with their slaves, even
for a short time, proved difficult. The use of slaves by the
military was a constant source of tension between army
commanders and slaveholders, and on at least one occasioan
Ewell was +orced to impress all able-bodied slaves, and free
Megroes, in the vicinity aof Williamsburg. In February 18s&2,
still desperate for labor, he asked Edward S, Joynes, a
former faculty colleague at William and Mary and then chief
civilian administrator in the Confederate War Department, to
interecede on his behalf with Secretary of War Judah P.
Benjamin. Ewell asked Joynes to send him 1500 slaves +rom
the counties west and south of Richmond. Horses, wagon,
spades, and axes were also in short supply.?*?

By late March 1862 the works at Williamsburg remained
unfinished, but they would have to suffice. During the last
vweek of March large numbers of Federal troops, under command

of Majar General George Brintan McClellan, began arriving at
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Fartress dMonroe. In early April Confederafe President
Jefferson Davis gave ecommand of the Department of the
Peninsula to General Joseph Eggleston Jahnston, a clase
friend of Ewell’s since their days together at West Point.
Davis ordered Johnston to jaoin Magruder at Yorktown, and on &
April troops from five of Johnston’s six divisions began
arriving on the Yorktaown line from their encampment alang the
Rapidan River. Magruder ordered Ewell, who khew the tertrain
as well as anyone, to meet these traops and urge them forward
*in the most rapid manner.” Ewell was also to move his
regiment to Fort bMagruder in case of a Confederate retreat
from the Yorktown line. Meanwhile, on 3 April, McClellan
began to maove up the Peninsula and initiated a siege of
Yorktown. On the afternoon of S5 April hNcClellan’s forces
halted at the Warwick River-Yorktown line. For a month his
army of 101,000 faced Confederate +forces of approximately
56,000 alang this 1line abaout twelve miles east of
Williamsbhurg. Freguent skirmishes occurred, but there was no
general engagement, partly because of incessant rains which
turned the roads to quagmires. Finally Johnston, after
having ingpected the defenses at Yorktown and determining
that they could no longer be detended, ardered Contederate
forces to evacuate the Peninsula and move west ta
Richmond,. *=
At sundown on Saturday, 3 May 1862, in a heavy rain,

Confederate troops began a slow retreat toward Richmond, and
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"by mid-day of the 4th most had reached Williamsburg ar
beyaond. Now that York River was open, Johnston was anxious
to interpose as much of his army as possible between Union
troops and Richmond, but movement was slow in the steady
downpour that made roads almost impassable. About 1:00 P.M.
word reached Johnston in Williamsburg that Federal pursuers
were hear Fort Magruder and threatening his rear. Johnston
rode to the field, located Ewell whose 32nd Regiment of
Volunteers was still at Fort Magruder, and ordered him to
tell General Lafavette McLaws to bring wup two brigades to
check the enemy pursuit. MclLaws quickly complied. Ewell
conducted his troops to a redoubt to the 1left of Fort
Magruder where they recejved some artillery fire. From this
vantage point Ewell realized the enemy was . arriving in
greater nhumbers than expected and so informed Mclaws. Later
Johnston told Ewell he never received such a message from
McLaws and thus expected only a skirmish on the follawing
day. Mcl.aws held the Federal forces in check, but at dark
Johnston recalled his embattled brigades, sent them on to
Richmond, and replaced them wiith two brigades fram
Longstreet’s division. Ewell pleaded to be allowed to remain
at the works below Williamsburg, but MciLaws ordered him to go
with his regiment, which was part of MclLaw's division,
Convinced that a major battle was imminent, Ewell left his
adjutant behind "so a message to return could be

sent. "=
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Early the next wmorning, S May, General Joseph
Hooker'®s +forces attacked the Confederates at Fort  Magruder.
By 1:00 P.NM. a real battle raged as Johnstan sent
reinforcements from the troops marching toward Richmond.
Fighting continued all day, but when darkness fell the
struggle ceased as regiment by regiment the Southerners moved
west. On the morning of & May Union troaops marched into
Williamsburg. General Charles C. Jameson, whose Sth
Pennsylvania Cavalry would garrison the town, established his
headgquarters in the Brafferton building at the college. The
main building at William and Mary became a haspital for both
Contfederate and Union wounded. Though never securely held,
Williamsburg remained under Union occupation far the
remainder of the war.t*

When Ewell heard of the events at Williamsburg his
reaction was a mixture of disappointment, WOrry, and
resentment. He was disappointed not to have been on the
scene and that the fartifications that had been his nemesis
for so long had been so0 readily abandoned. He worried about
college property and his own farm outsgide Williamsburg. nHMost
ot all he thought the strategy on the Peninsula ill-conceived
and the conduct of the battle, faulty. General Jahnston had
never favored mass movement of troops to the Peninsula,
preferring instead to concentrate his divisions in  fraont of
Richmond. Concerned for the shipyards at Norfolk, Davis and

Lee had overruled Johnston and ardered the defense of Narfolk
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and the Lower Peninsula. Once the decision was made to
abandon the Peninsula, it was not Johnston's intention to
fight at Williamsburg unless it became necessary to delay the
Federals with a rear-guard action uwuntil the main body of
Confederate troops had moved closer to Richmaond. Ewell
believed, then and later, that Johnston should have made the
defense aof Williamsburg a priority. Such a strategy, he
insisted, could have provided adequate defense +for Richmond
as well as serinus discouragement for Federal forces and an
excellent chance +or Confederate success. With a front of
only two miles to defend at the works east of Williamsburg,
taking into account the terrain, Confederate troops could
have, by attacking on the night af 4 May, taken advantage of
the confusion MecClellan’s large numbers would have created
and af Union commanders’ unftamiliarity with the territory to
"convert an attack . . . into a retreat." Because of bhis
failure to make a stand at Williamsburg, Ewell thaught
Johnston had "missed an opportunity not often afforded to
Military Commanders.® Ewell alleged that Johnston had

. . . enough men to man the redoubts, to resist
McClellan in front, to send a flanking Fforce to attack
both his flanks, to form a sufficient reserve, & Ffurnish

a detachment to repel any threatened movement up York
River.

This was perhaps the last time Ewell would agree with
Jefferson Davis ar with Lee. In any case, the deed was done}
Williamsburg was surrendered. Perhaps his only consolation

was that he had had time to bury his supply aof homemade
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madeira "before the Yanksz came."1®

Several days after Confederate troops abandoned the
Lower Peninsula east o+ Williamsburg, Ewell’s period of
enlistment expired, and he surrendered the records of the
32nd Regiment of Virginia Volunteers to its new commander.
Like many Williamsburg residents, he preferred to take up
residence in Richmond than live under Union occupation.
Shortly before the battle at Williamsburg he had arranged for
Lizzy to beoard in Richmond with the Reverend Moses Drury
Hoge, pastor aof Richmond’s Second Presbyterian Church and
chaplain to the Confederate Congress. Hoge was Ewell’s close
friend and former student at Hampden-Sydney College. For
most of the war Lizzy remained with the Hoges and spent much
of her time ministering to Confederate soldiers at the
celebrated Officers’ Hospital at Richmond. Lizzy did not
share her father's abhorrence of the war, seeing {t as a
chivalrous and romantic conflict. Benjamin'’s sister Rebecca
chose to wait out the crisis with relatives in Baltimore.
Upon reaching Richmond, Colonel Ewell joined his daughter at
the Hoge’s home on 5th Street.te

By the end of May Johnston’s army had reached the
covhtryside east of Richmond with MeClellan in pursuit. Oon
31 May 1842 Jahnston attacked two carps of McClellan’s army
at Seven Pines, five miles east of the Confederate capital.

In the early evening of the 3ist, Ewell and the Reverend Hage
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braved violent thunderstorms and torrential rain to travel to
the battletield so that Ewell might offer to Johnston his
services as a staff officer. After making their way thraugh
heavy artillery $fire near the Contederate entrenchments, the
twa men reached Johnston’s camp only to find that the general
had been severely wounded and could not see them. The next
day General Robert E. Lee assumed command of Johnston's army,
soaon to be called the Army o+ Northern Virginia. Ewell
postponed his plans for re-enlistment.:”

Later in the month Benjamin was reunited with his
younger brother Richard whom he had not seen for some time.
Major General Richard Stoddert Ewell was a division commander
in "Stonewall® Jackson’s army which, in late June, moved from
the Shenandoah Valley tao the battleground between the
Chickahominy River and Richmond. When Lee and Jackson joined
farces to push McaClellan’s army back to Harrison’s Landing on
James River, Benjamin became a camp follower in order to be
hear his brother. After witnessing, in the last week af June
and on the first of July, the battles at Galnes®™ Mill,
Savage's Station, Frayser’s Farm, and Malvern Hill, Ewell was
severely critical of the Confederate commanders who he
believed unnecessarily risked defeat and capture of the
Confederate capital. Neither side, he asserted, had any
strategy; they simply fought "when they stumbled intn each
aother.” Under such conditions, less caution and better

planning could have guaranteed Confederate success. He would
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always believe the war could have been won in 1862 before
Richmond. *®

In early August, as becClellan prepared to evacuate
the Peninsula, Jackson’s army maved toward Gardaonsville,
Virginia, to cut off the advance of Union {forces under
General Johnh Pope. Richard Ewell’s division fought with
Jackson at Cedar Mountain near Gordonsville, Virginia, onh @
August and at Manassas Junction and Bristoe Station on 2&6-27
August. During this campaign the three surviving Ewell
brothers were united for the last time. Benjamin continued
to follow on the outskirts of the army while William served
as chaplain to the 58th Virginia Regiment of Richaard Ewell's
division. On 28 August at Groveton, the day before the
battle of Second DPManassas, Richard Ewell’s right knee was
shatéered by a bullety he was taken to the home of his
causin, Jesse Ewell, in Prince William County, where the leg
was amputated. Benjamin and William remained in Prince
William with Richard until his recovery seemed
assured. ™

In mid-September Ewell returned to Richmond to learn
that on 9 September 1842 the college building in Williamsburyg
had been almost totally destroyed by +ire. In a cwconflict
between a detachment of Caonfederate Cavalry under Fformer
governor Henry A. Wise and the United States garrison (Sth
Regiment, Pennsylvania Cavalry) headguartered at the college,

the Confederates had taken temporary control of Williamsburg.
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When the garrisan troops returned, apparently rather
disorganized and somewhat intoxicated, they burned the
building. On 7 October Ewell and John W. Custis, a former
resident of Williamsburg and a member opf the House of
Delegates, attempted under a flag of truce and armed wWith a
commission from Virginia governor John Letcher, to
investigate the situation at William and Mary and Union
treatment of inmates at the Lunatic Asylum in Williamsburg.
Ewell and Custis were refused passage through Union lines and
forced to return to Richmond. In early November 1862 Union
authorities allawed Ewell to remove some af his possessions
from his farm west of Williamsburg, but he was not granted
access to college buildings. %@

During this sojourn in Richmond, Ewell’s
disillustionment with the war deepened. Richmond was full of
sick and wounded soldiers, many suffering $from exposure or
malaria cantracted in the Chickahominy swamps. The smell of
desd horses was everywhere. Supplies were low and prices
exorbitant. On a short train ride to Richmond from saome
point west Ewell was appalled to be

« « » locked up with wounded and sick soldiers who were
shamefully neglected~-~but who took advantage of the
opportunity to divest their heads and other parts of
their bodies of the insects favoring eatch locality--and
to crush between the thumbnails each unfartunate captive
with & s8kill that indicated practice—--the whole
performance rendering me not a little nervous, lest some
of the stragglers might wander to my vicinity.

Romanticism faded as reality intruded. =t

Despite this lack of enthusiasm and his disgust with



141
the conduct of the Confederate defense, Ewell still
determined to offer his services as aide to the convalescing
Johnston. On 24 November 1862 President Davis assigned
Johnhston to command of the Department of the West. On this
same date Ewell vas commissioned a colonel in the Adjutant
and Inspector General’s department and ordered tao repoft +qr
duty to Johnston. On this occasion Johnston repeated a
reguest both he and Magruder had made earlieri: that Ewell be
promoted to the rank of brigadier-general. President Davis
refused onh grounds that there was no provision in Confederate
military organization for statt officers to hold such a rank.
Retaining the rank of colonel, Ewell served as Johnston’s
chief-of-staff until early 1884.==2

Johnston and his staff immediately left Richmond by
rail +or Chattanocoga, Tennhessee, headquarters o+f the
general’s new command. Shartly after wmidnight on 4 December,
atter a trip warred by three rail accidents, the party
arrived at Chattanoaga. From that date until early 1864 all
Johnston’s correspondence, dispatches, telegrams, orders, and
personal letters went through Ewell’'s hands. Because of the
nature ot Johnston’s Department of the West, correspondence
was voluminous. A geagraphical rather than a field command,
Johnston's area of responsibility extended +from the Blue
Ridge Mountains to the Mississippi Riveri included the states
of Tennessee, hMNississippi, Alabama, and parts o+ Louisiana,

Georgia, and Morth Carolinaj and encompassed the commands of
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Generals Braxton Bragg in Tennessee, Edmund Kirby Smith in
the Trans-Migsissippi Department, and John Clifford Pemberton
in Mississippi.==
While Johnston set up headguarters in Tennessee,
Pemberton in Mississippi watched nervously as the army of
Ulysses Simpson Grant moved ever closer to Vicksburg, key to
control of the NMississippi River. In Tennessee, Bragg,
having retreated in October 1862 from central Kentucky, faced
Unian forces under Major General William Starke Rosecrans
outside Mur+freesbaro. Awaiting Johnston at Chattanooga was a
telegram fram Richmond ordering the dispatch af a large force
from Bragg's army to aid Femberton, a move both Bragg and
Jaohnston opposed because it might mean surrender of
Tenhessee, President Davis went ahead with the transter of
2000 troops but decided to travel to Mississippi, accompanied
by Johnston, to investigate the situation near Vicksburg,
Once in Mississippi, Johhston--complaining to Davis that he
could "not direct both parts of my command at ohece’--set up
headquarters at Jackson, leaving Ewell at Chattanooga to act
as liaison to Bragg and Richmond. In correspondence that was
brief, concise, and clear, Ewell kept Johnston informed of
troop wmovements, scouting reports, and the status of
supplies, ammunition, and the weather.==
Johnston and Ewell made a good team. Fellow
Virginians, they had been close friends since their days

together at West Point. Ewell greatly admired Johnston whom
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he believed "had more the appearabhce of a soldier than anvone

I ever met . . . Eanhdl the highest order of physical and . .
« maral tourage." Jaohnston trusted Ewell, and a fellow staff
officer described the colaonel as "the General’s closest

personal and official friend, consulting with him as hnho one
else did." Even this close friendship must have, at times,
been sorely tested. Douglas Southall Freeman has succinctly
characterized the general as "a generous superior, a carping
equal, an impossible subordinate. . . . Generous today, he
would be exacting tomorrow. . . . Reasonable and patient in
ohe mood, he was irascible the moment he felt his preragative
challenged.,® To close friends he was atfectionate,
gentlemanly, and generousj with military peers and civilian
superiors he was unpredictable--sometimes conciliatory but
aoften super-sensitive and jealous of his authority. To such
a commander Ewell, as chief-of-statf, had several assets to
offer. His skill in dialectics offset Johnston’s direct and
bilunt manner. Superbly suited by nature to the role of
peacemaker, Ewell despised unpleasantness and dissension and,
on occasion, was able to temper Johnston's reaction to
critecism. Ewell was also well-acqguainted with many of the
major actors in the Western Theatre +rom his days at the
Military Academy as student and instructor. Pemberton,
Hardee, and Bragg had been his students.,®S

Even these assets did not make the job at Chattanooga

easy. Telegraph lines often did not work. Dispatches +rom
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the War Department at Richmond sometimes could not be
deciphered because the keys kept changing and signal officers
were not furnished with new ones. The Chattanooga
Rebel publicly proclaimed the plan to dispatch several
thousand af Bragg’s troops to Pemberton, thereby affarding
Rosecrans crucial information. Ewell insisted there be no
recurrence of such publicity. Local residents of Chattanooga
often resented the Confederate wmilitary presence in their
town, and Ewell judged most of the whites to be "coarse, . .
. very peculiar,” and "not as refined as well-bred colored
individuals.” Accammadations vere poar ahd pries
extravagent. All these problems paled, however, beside the
cohflict between Bragg, a favorite student of Ewell’s at West
Point, and his generals.Z®

At Murfreesboro on 31 December 1842 Rosecrans struck
at Bragg, and on 3 January 1843 Bragyg was forced to retire to
Tullahoma, Tennessee, for winter guarters. Several days later
the Chattanooga Rebel published reports that Bragg’s
army and the public no longer had confidence in him and that
the retreat had been against the advice of his subordinate
generals. On the advice of his staff Bragg sent letters to
his corps commanders asking written asseszsments of the
retreat fram Murfreesbora and offering,if their confidence
had been lost, to resign. Meanwhile he wrote Ewell--"my dear
old preceptor"--for advice. In an obvious reference to

Jefferson Davis, Ewell gave his opinion that "there are too
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many small men already in places entirely too great for

them."” Ewell urged his former student not to resign and
advised him to be "thick-skinned," "eriticism proof," and
never to "interfere with a [nhewslpaper." By Wway ot

encouragement Ewell paointed to the criticism Lee had received
in the press in 1862. Meanwhile some of Btragg’'s general
officers expressed thelr dissatisfaction with Bragg, and word
of the dissension reached Richmond. In late January Davis
ordered Johnstan back to Tennessee to investigate the
situation in Bragg's command. Johnston reported considerable
disaffection with Bragg. On 9 March 1863 Davis ordered
Johnston to assume command of the Army of Tennessee, a move
Johnston opposed. To the relief of Jaohnston, Ewell, and
presumably Bragg, the trans+er did not take place at that
time becauvse of complications from Johnston’s previous injury
and the illness of Bragg’'s wife.="

Johnston remained in Tennessee until early May.
Meanwhile, Grant had crossed to the east bank of the

Mississippi River south of Vicksburg and begun to moave

northeast toward Jackson. Oon ?  Hay 1863 Davis ordered
Johnhston back to bMississippi to assume command there. This
time Ewell went with him to establish a permanent

headquarters at Jackson. The Johnston party arrived at
Jackson on 13 May to find themselves cut pff Ffraom Pemberton
by William Tecumseh Sherman’s army at Clintan, Mississippi.

The next day Jackson +ell to the Federals, forcing FPemberton
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to fall back to Vicksburg and Johnston to mave his
headquarters to Canton, leaving Ewell and part of his staf+
near Jackson to transmit messages from Pemberton. On 17 May
and again on 29 May Johnston ordered Pemberton, inh order to
save his troops, to abandon Vicksburg and march northeast to
a point twenty miles from Jackson where their two armies
viould rendezvous.=°

In the interim Pemberton, apparently by virtue of the
uncertainty of Jehnston’s geographical command, transmitted
his reports directly top Richmond and was ordered by Davis to
hold Vicksburg at all hazards. On 18 May he refused the
rendezvous with Johnston and announced he would hold
Vicksburg, The siege af Vicksburg began on that date; on 4
July 1863 Pemberton surrendered to Grant. With the +fall of
Port Hudson on 8 July the Mississippi River was opened to
Union troops- The Southern press and public generally tended
to blame Pemberton who was a Pennsylvanian. Davis blamed
Johnstan. In the contraversy that followed, Ewell played a
major, if intermediate, role.=*

Difficulties between Davis and Johnston began in the
summer of 1861, heated to the boiling point after Vicksburg,
and climaxed in July 1884 during the Atlanta Campaign. In
the early days of the war Davis had refused to recognize
Johnston’s claim that, by virtue of his rank in the United
States Army, he held the rank aof first general in the

Confederate Army. Some of Johhston's supporters believed
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Davis?! reluctahce was a result of friction during their West
Point days and of social tensions between their wives. Davis
and Johnston also clashed aver what Davis considered to be a
waste of supplies in the retreat from Manassas in March 18&2
and aver strategy for the defense of Richmond in the
Peninsula Campaign of 1862. Militarily Johnston favored the
temparary sacrifice of territory so that troops might be
concentrated at strategically important positions. He
believed that Davis, for political reasons , wished the
dispersal of troops in order to hold the greatest amount of
terrjtory. Both men were temperamentat, quick to take
offense, and not inclined to conciliation. For some in the
Conftederate hierarchy, and ta many in the papulation at
large, Johnston became the spearhead of opposition to Davis.
Johnston’s partisans defended him as a brilljant strategist
and popular commander bhampered by Davis’ interference and
petty jealousy. His detractors criticized his hesitancy to
take the off+ensive and frequent failure to communicate his
intentions to Davis. After the war Davis would assert that
"the Southern people [shouldl] attribute their overthrow” to
Johnston’s fallure to take the offensive at Vicksburg and
Atlanta. Johnston wrote that "with any other president the
south might have won."S°
On 15 July 1863 Davis sent Johnston a +fifteen-page
letter severely critical of Johnston’s military conduct at

Vicksburg. Davis cited Johnston’'s failure to raise the siege
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or to order support troops from Tennessee, On 2 August 1863
Pemberton, bypassing Johnston, filed an elaborate 175 page
rehurt with authorities in Richmond blaming Johnstan for the
capture aof Viecksburg. Meanwhile Johnston learned that Davis
planned to call a Court of Inquiry on the events at
Vicksburg., He threatened to resign and "give uvp the +fight"
over this attempt to ruin his reputation. At Ewell’s
instigation Johnston’s mwmilitary +amily, now at Morton,
Mississippi, urged Johnston to reply to Davis? charges.
Ewell, believing an attempt had been made to prove Johnston
"all wrong and the government all right," persuaded Johnston
to "allow me to compile a proper report of the Vicksburg
Campalign." He consented and I prepared a full and Ffair
report which was, with a few changes, adopted by the
General." In his customary role as peacemaker, Ewell, to
placate Davis, attempted to soften the blame FPemberton had
incurred for his mistakes while explaining that Jahnston had
felt he had no authority to call troops $rom Tennessee. In
any case, Johnston’s troops were too few and communications
too poor to allow for an attack at Vicksburg. After the war
Ewell, who knew Pemberton well, defended his 1loyalty and
placed most of the blame for the fall of Vicksburg oh Davis
and on the contradictary orders given Pembertan. As the
first recipient of communications between the parties in the
dispute, Ewell alsa denied Davis ever issued definite orders

for Johnston to attack at Vicksburg.3*
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Throughout the fall of 18463 the dispute cantinued,
although Davis cancelled the Court of Inguiry. Ewell was
kept busy with correspondence, charges, counter-charges, and
a running argument between the parties and in the press over
whether Pembertagn was guilty of viglating Johnston’s orders.
Johnston still insisted Davis was trying to strengthen
Pemberton’s cause at his expense.S=
Headguarters remained at Martonh until late December
1863 when Johnston assumed command of Bragg's army in
Tennessee. By 7 July 1843 Rosecrans had outmaneuvered Bragg
and pushed his army back toward Chattanooga. In late August
and early September Rosecrans crossed the Tennhessee River in
a flanking movement through the mountain passes south of
Chattanooga and, on 8 September, forced Bragg to abandon
Chattanooga. During September, October, and November Bragg,
with help from Longstreet, fought back, but onh 285 November
1843 Missionary Ridge fell to Federal troops, and Bragg
withdrew into Georgia. Oon 1 December Davis, vyielding to
public pressure, accepted Bragg’s resignation and called him
to Richmond as military advisor. On 16 December Davis
reluctanty appointed Johnston to command of the Army of

Tennessee with headquarters at Dalton, Georgia.S S

Soon after Johnston and his staff arrived at Dalton,
Ewell resigned as chief-ot-staf+. He suggested Johhstan

appoint Brigadier General William W. Mackall, another Ewell
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student from West Point and former chief-of-staff to General
Bragg, as his replacement. Johnston concurred. Il1
health--a result of chronic digestive praoblems--and a belief
that the large number of volunteer regiments in Johnston’s
command required a better disciplinarian and a youhger man
than himself, prompted his resignation. Ewell planned to
return to Virginia, but Mackall urged him to establish a
liaison office at Atlanta so that Johnston might have there
Yan pfficer to whom he canh entrust large authority." pMackall
added that Ewell’s absence would be a loss to Johnstan’s
command because the general, especially in one of his many
moods, listened to Ewell as he did +few others. The new
chiet-at-staff knew there would be trouble with authorities
in Richmond and especially with Davis; Ewell had a reputation
as a peacemaker. Ewell agreed to remain at Atlanta as
assistant adjutant-general.>=

The trouble Mackall had expected was not long in
coming. The relatively small army Johnston inherited in
Georgia sutfered the ever-present Confederate problems of
deficient numbers, stores, and transpartation. Rifles,
bayonets, clothing, blankets, and rations were in short
supplys artillery horses were too malnourished to be ugeful.
By the end of March Johnston’s army of approximately 45,000
faced nearly 90,000 Union troops under General William T.
Sherman gathered around Chattanooga. Throughout February,

March, and early April, Davis, through Bragg, canstantly
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urged Johnston to take the affensive and regain territory
surrendered in Tennessee. Johnston atfirmed his willingness
to do so but anly with sufficient men and supplies. These
Davis said could not be zmpared from other areas except for
the purpaose of a strong offensive. Johhnston was canvinced
that Conftederate officials at Richmond were more concerned
about the impending struggle in Virginia between Lee and
Grant than about his situation in north Georgia. He also
believed Uniaon forces could be bested in Georgia only if they
were allowed to advance +first so that Southern troops could
meet them "an our own ground.” By the second week of April
Johnston had become convinced that hiz numerous letters and
telegrams to Richmond had failed to commuhicate his arguments
adequately or explain the plight of his army. He decided to
send Ewell to Richmond as his personal emissary. Perhaps by
virtue of his friendship with Bragg, Davis’ chieft advisor,
Ewell waould be successful in explaining Johhston’s positian
to Davis and Confederate miltitary authorities.=®

In Richmond, on 13 April 1864, Ewell, still in i11
health, met with Bragg and explained his mission. He
expressed hope that his 1lang relationship with Bragg and
Johnston would allow him to "act as a shield” to prevent any
misunderstanding that could be--under the circumstances--a
"national calamity.” Ewell assured Bragg of Johnston’'s
willingness to undertake an advance as soonh as his numbers,

supplies, and transportation allowed. He also sought to
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justify, from personal abservation, Johnston’s argument that
the enemy should be engaged south of the Tennessee River

where a victory would be more favorable and a defeat less

disastrous,. He stressed the heed for immediate
reinforcements and expressed Johnston's desire that
Longstreet’s corps be sent. Brad9g informed Ewell that

lL.ongstreet had been ordered to Virginia but asked Ewell to
ascertain, betore an interview with Davis the next day,
whether Johnston would take the offensive i+ he received
15,000 additional troops. Ewell telegraphed Johnston but
received nho immediate reply.>®

The +ollowing day bhavis was "a+ffable and courteous"
but not helpful. Ewell, not having heard from Jahnston, taook
& chance and gave a "decided affirmative answer" te the
question concerning additional troops. Davis thought it too
late +for an offensive in Georgia to prevent Unian
preparations for a full scale attack in Virginia and would
promise no reinforcements. Hoping that Davis and Bragg would
reconsider, Ewell spent several more davys in Virginia. After
a visit to his brother, General Richard Ewell, near 0Orange
Court House, he inspected the Confederate 1lines along the
Rapidan River and met briefly with General Lee. L.ee
reaffirmed Davis’ assertion that ho reinforcements for
Johnston could be spared. Ewell returned to Richmond on 19
April to learn from Bragg that Johnston could expect Jittle

help at that time. Betore leaving Richmond on 20 April,
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Ewell, not entirely trusting Davis and Bragyg and as proaof
that he had adeguately carried out his mission, wrote a full
report of his instructions and the outcome oaf his effarts.
He asked that Bragg aspprtve its content and 1lay 1t betfore
Davis and the Secretary agf War before he returned to
Georgia.s”

Ewell arrived back at Atlanta with his discouraging
message on 29 April. In the first week of May, Sherman’s
large, well-equipped army moved +oruward to meet the
Canfederates in front of Dalton. Johnston repeated his pleas
for help and General Leonidas Polk's infantry was sent +from
Mississippi. It was not enough. Step by step, for seventy
days, the Army of Tennessee was forced back toward Atlanta as
Johnston employed a strategy af evasion and delay, On
several occasions Johnston requested that Nathanh Bedford
Farrest’s cavalry be sent to ecut Federal supply and
communication lines, but Davis refused. Fighting oOnly when
an advantage could counteract superior numbers, Johnston’s
army was, by 2 July, forced to retreat south of the
Chattahoachie River to the last defenses of Atlanta.S®o

l.ike Johnston, Ewell believed the daring Forrest and
his expert cavalry aof 10,000 affered the best hape Ffor
Contederate success in north Georgia. He persuaded Governor
Joseph E. Brown of Georgia to write President Davis
requesting these troops be s8Sent +rom Mississippi and

Louisiana. Brown's request was also refused. Oon the night
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of 3I0 June, Ewell, frustrated and angry, wrote his
impressions of the campaign to that date. His ‘“"report,’”
presumably, was never sent to Richmond; he probably never
intended it should be. Beginning with a comparison of the
current campaigns in Virginia and Georgia intended to show
that Johnston, although more outnumbered than Lee, had
suffered fewer casualties, he detailed the problems of the
Contederates wheo +ought to protect Atlanta. Hi=s bitter
indictment of Davis was perhaps the most severe verbal attack
he would ever make on anyone!

Should disaster overtake the Army of Tennessee;)
should Atlanta fallj should this Empire state af the
South, Georgia, be overrunj should the Confederacy East
of the Mississippi be cut in two by a hostile army--the
anthorities, by whom Forrest’s aid was refused, will and
ought to be held responsible by an injured people and by
posterity.

Despite Ewell’s initial lack of enthusiasm +or Southern
independence and his abhorrence af the war, the cause was
contagious.="

On 17 July, Davis--~convinced that Johnston's failure
to take the offensive had destroyed troop morale and pubtlic
confidence in his ability and allowed the enemy to advance to
the vicinity of Atlanta--relieved Johnston and offered
commahd of the Army ot Tennessee to General John Bell Hood.
Johnston accused military autharities in Richmond of delavying
reinforcements too long and of an overwhelming concern +for

Lee’s plight in Virginia. He especially resented the praise

Lee received and contended the circumstances in Virginia, as
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the Army af Northern Virginia retreated toward Richmond, were
similar to those in Geobrgia. He pointed out that his Army of
Tennessee had retarded Sherman’s advance more than had Lee
that ot Grant. After relinguishing command te Hood, Johnhston
and his military family, including Ewell, retired to Macan,
Georgia.=°

Sherman continued to pursue Hood’'s army and to
inflict even greater losses than Johnston had suffered. On 3
August 18&4, Ewell, having +ailed a5 peacemaker in the
Davis—-Johnston conflict and inclined to be highly critical of
Davis, undertook to detend his old Friend and military
superior. In a letter to General Samuel S. Cooper, Adjutant
General of the Confederate Army, Ewell pointed out that Hood
had in seventeen days suffered mahy more casualties than
Johnston had lost from 6 May uwuntil 17 July. He continued:
General Hood it was supposed had more dash and would
force a battle at all hazards. He attempted it--lost a
fifth of his army in making the attempt--gained no
advantage, B has since quietly subsided in the course
pursued by General Jahnston. Had he persisted, daubtless
ere this his army would have been destroyed. A wmore
triumphal vindication of General Johnston’s policy cauld
not be offered.
Ewell pointed out that while Johnston had been refused
reinforcements, Hood had immediately received 4000 men. He
obeerved that "other things than kissing go by favor." Later
he would criticize Davis +for his refusal to allow the
substitution of Negroes +for noncombat duties, a request

Johnston made on several occasions, and deny that Davis ever

ordered Johnston to attack Sherman before Atlanta. "The . .



156

. executive that did this is respaonsible clearly & fully. We
are now in imminent peril from the +olly and incompetency opf
our rulers.” His one consolation was a confidential report
by Major General Custis Lee that Robert E. Lee had oabserved,
with reference to Hood’s aactivities, that "Johnston would at
least have kept an efficient army between Sherman and the
rest of the Caonfederacy." On 2 September 1864 Atlanta fell
to Union troops.=<?

Several days later, Ewell, still suffering from
chronic diarrhea and other digestive difficulties, received
sixty days medical leave and returned to Richmond. In the
last weeks of the war Johnston again assumed command, but
Ewell’s health did not allow a return to his service. The
two men remained lifelong friends. Ewell retained possession
of the dispatch books he had kept for Johnston and, after the
war, annotated some of his entries with statements in defense
of Johnston's military decisions. Nevertheless, when, in
1891, Johnston asked Ewell to write his biography for the
"Great Commanders" series, Ewell declined. To Johnston he
justified his refusal on grounds that athers were better
qualified. To his sister Elizabeth he confided the real
reason:d taoa write of Johnston’s military career would
necessitate comparing Lee unfavorably with Johnston. Soon
after the war he had confided to Richard Ewell that

There never was a more erroheous supposition than that o+f
General Lee'’'s being a great leader. With as fine

material as ever there was commanded he achieved no great
results with many opportunities.
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But by 1891 the "war of the reminiscences" and .the cult of
the Confederacy had made of Lee a symbol, and Ewell, then
eighty-one years old, did not wish to paddle against that
current.®=

In late Septembenr 1864, atter a period of
recuperation, Ewell requested and received assignment to the
Department of Richmond then commanded by Richard Ewell.
After "Stonewall" Jackson’s death in day 1843, General Ewell
had assumed command of Jackson’s 2nd Corps of the Army of
Northern VYirginia and had fought with Lee at Gettysburg, in
the Wilderness campaign, and at Spotsylvania. On 29 HMay
1864~-apparently for reasons of health--Lee relieved Ewell,
replaced him with Jubal Early, and assigned Ewell to command
the garrisaon troops at Richmond. Onh at least two occasions
Johnston tried, unsuccessfully, to reunite the Ewell brothers
in his command. In December 18463 Johnston suggested that
Richard Ewell replace Bragg in Tennessee, ahd in July 1864
that he replace the late General Leonidas folk. lLee and
Davis refused. Richard Ewell +elt he had been "laid on the
shel+" and welcamed Ben'’s arrival,. Benjamin Ewell served as
his brother®s adjutant until 20 Harch 1865. On that date his
declining health foreced him to regign fr-am military
service.*s

Ewell remained in Richmond until late May. on the
evening of 2-3 April he watched as fires--set by Confederate

troops retreating west toward Amelia Cout House--consumed
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most of Richmand’s business district. On 7 April word
arrived that Richard Ewell, captured when his troops
surrendered to Federal forces at Saylor?’s Creek, would be
imprisoned at Fort Warren in Boston Harbor. Two days later
the soldiers in gray stacked their arms at Appomattox Court

House.**
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CHAPTER VI

REBUILDING: 18&5-1870

Benjamin Ewell did not return permanently to
Williamsburg until the early fall of 1845. Not until 20
September did United States’ troops give up possession of the
college buildings. The home Ewell had built ocutside
Williamsburg in 1868 was structurally undamaged but nat
immediately habitable. Furniture and bedding, as well as
silver and other valuables, had disappeared and could not be
recavered, Only the madeira he had buried in the spring of
1862 seemed unaffected. Concerned about the extent of damage
ta the college +From the fire of 1862 and three vyears
occupation by Union troops, he made several briet trips to
Williamsburg during the summer. Meanwhile, he communicated
with as many William and Mary Visitors as could be located
and attempted to bring order to the chaos of college
aftfairs.*

Ewell was determined that--in the disarray and
confusion that afflicted higher education as severely as
other elewments of Southern society in 1885--the College of
William and bMary should not end its existence by default.
During the war the college and its {future had never been far

fram his thoughts. In Dctaober 1844, in an emotional letter
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to his close friend, Virginia historian Hugh Blair Grigsby,
he had declared that: "I+ I could centribute to . . . Lthe
rebuilding of William and Maryl I should think I had lived to
some purpose.” In late June Ewell reclaimed the college’s
records from Lewis Evarts Harvie, president of the Richmond

and Danville Railroad, who in Ewell's absence had assumed

responsibility for the institution’s business atfairs,.
Grigsby, who had safeqguarded the sSchool's remaining documents
at his home in Charlotte County, surrendered these and

pledged strong support for Ewell's efforts to revive the
colonial college. In the past-war years Grigsby would assume
the role John Tyler had played in the antebellum period--that
of the college’s mast influential defender and benefactar.
Thus armed with the records, Ewell prepared to do battle with
the Visitors, some of whom doubted the possibility of
reviving the college ar preferred to rebuild it on another
site.=

During July and August 18465, Ewell made two lengthy
reports to the Visitors detailing the status of William and
Mary and urging immediate consideration of its future. These

he delivered in person, trusting his orataorial pawers to

convince a majority of the Board to accept his views. He
focused on three familiar--but increasingly mare
crucial-—-concerns which, as it happened, would plague his

days and haunt his nights until the end of his presidency

twenty—-three wvyears hence. First, he reported on the
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college’'s financial standing and its property losses during
the war. Secondly, he attempted to head o++ any suggestion
that William and Mary be removed from its "time~honored" site
at Williamsburg. Finally, he argued that the college should
be rebuilt as soon as possible to convince its friends that
it still lived.=

The college’s $+inancial condition was a microcosm of
circumstances in Virginia and in most of the Sauth in 1845.
O+ the school’s $153,000 endowment in 1861, $32,000 had been
lost in Confederate bonds. Arrears of interest and dividends
on other bonds amounted to 18,000, but stay laws enacted in
1845 farbad any attempt to collect, as did the poverty of the
debtors themselves. Also of dubious value was the %27,400
invested in State of Virginia stock and in the Dismal Swamp
Canal Company. Ewell informed the Visitors that the college
could depend only on the %53,000 invested inh private bands
and secured by real estate, and on the college’s stock in the
Richmaond and Danville Railroad Company, the James River Canal
Company, and municipal bonds o+ Petersburg and Lynchburg,
totalling $21,500.%

Ewell estimated property damage to the college plant
at $70,000 but maintained that an acceptable restoration
could be eftected for %40,000. At the same time, in the
interest of revival, he attempted to put the best possible
tace on damages sustained during the war., The walls of the

main building, he declared, were "strong and sound." The
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President’s House was "habitable," and the Brafferton *in
guod condition." Although some records had been destroyed,
the chemical apparatus and most library volumes were safe.
Later, when Ewell pleaded the college’s cause to the public
and especailly to potential donors, he would characterize the
college as "penniless" and correctly claim that its losses
had been greater than those of any other collegiate
institution?
The material condition was as bad as it well could
be: the main building a ruin, the Brafferton gutted, . .
. the President’s Hpuse much pulled to pieces and all
outhouses destroyed or carried off, the grounds defaced
by defensive works, enclaosures gone, & it might be said
as far as Williamsburg was concerned that the College had
lost all save its reputation and memnory of its services
to Virginia as educator of its youth.
Despite this desire to convince the Visitors of the college’s
viability, Ewell was forced to admit that insurance onthe
building would be impossible to collect. With more bravado
than canfidence, he countered this admission with assurances
that funds would not be difficult to raise.®
Ewell was alsao farced to deal with a gquestion that
surfaced every time the college faced unusual adversity!
Should it be removed fraom Williamsburg? Several Visitors--an
the assumption that William and Mary could perform its
function anywhere--suggested that in view of the condition of
the buildings, the college be reopened at a temporary site in
Richmond. Believing that any relocation would prove to be

permanent, Ewell argued that the essence of William and Mary

Wwas not that of a business or a service but a tangible thing
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that could not exist outside its associations of heritage,
time, and Rlace:

Alumni and other friends of the College oppose the
removal of such an histarical lanhdmark with all its
associations and recollections in the present transition
state 0f the country--assuming as they seem to do that
William and Mary could nopt retain its identity out ot
Williamsburg.

Furthermore, i+ funds were to be collected for revival, the
college must at all caosts retain its traditiaonal site and its
historic connections. At this point, Visitor and former
governor of Virginia Henry A. Wise came to Ewell's prescue.
In 1858 Wise had suggested that William and Mary be removed
tc Accomaci now, in the face of Contederate defeat, the
school represented one of the last living relics of
Virginia’s past and a connecting link between past and
present. Wise used his inhfluence with the reluctant Visitors
to stifle, albeit temporarily, any resolution to remove the
old college +rom the colonial capital.®

On the qguestion of rebuilding, Ewell was not as

successful. With a sense of deja__vu--it seemed only

vyesterday that he had struggled with the recaonstructian
required after the fire of 18%59--he urged that the college be
rebuilt immediately in order to restore public confidence.
Again he leaned heavily on the college’'s past and its proven
ability to recover fraom "utter prostration" as justificatian
for preserving its present. The Visitors, fearing to commit

the college's remaining endoument to such an undertaking

while Virginia sutfered economic and political chaos, were
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not caonvinced. Believing that opening William and Mary on
any terms would be preferable to its closing and the
resulting threat to the charter, Ewell suggested the college
struggle alohg With a reduced faculty and establish an
elementary preparatory department that would attract local
boys and provide sufficient income to prevent further
diminution of capital funds, The Visitors voted to reopen
the college in October 18465 with +full instruction in the
grammar school and "as much of the college course as . . .
expedient.” One thousand dollars would have to suffice +or
renaovatian of the Braffertaoan--the least injured
building--which would serve for classrooms,. The President’'s
House would be used as a library and chemical laboratory.
Attention to the main building would have to wait. The
faculty could expect, as salary, tao divide whatever renained
of income after expenses were paid.”

Ewell, perhaps adhering to Grigsby's advice not to

"be discouraged with small beginnings, " publicly supported
the Visitors' decision to "let the College linger . . . far a
time . . . C[ratherl than to weaken its vitality by investing
its capital stock in bricks and mortar.” Privately he would

always believe that +failure to rebuild in 1865 was the root
af the college’s problems for years to came. This apinion
was reinforced by the withdrawal of an offer by Washington
banker and philantropist William W. Corcoran to lend money at

low interest rates for the reconstruction etfort. Corcaran
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directed his funds to Washington College after Robert E.
Lee's election to the presidency and in face of what seemned a
lack of commitment on the part of William and Mary Visitors.
Ewell knew a confident and viable institution ecould attract
more liberal aid. But at least William and Mary had not been
closed. He could be patient. Reconstruction was a new
experience for Virginiaj' it certainly was not for Ewell or

t+or the college that had claimed his heart.®

If the Visitors refused tao dip inte the college’s
endowment for its reconstruction, funds would have to be
raised elsewhere. Economic conditions in Virginia in 18&S
did not augur well in this regard. No other state or people
suffered as wmuch From the physical destructian and
impoverishment of the war, Houses, barns, bridges, and
fences had been destroyed and livestock herds depleted.
Interrupted rail and postal services were slow to be
restored. Fortunes were lost in Confederate bonds, and land

values fell sharply as 451,000 slaves valued at $225 million

were released from bondage. ot until 1900 did the value of
farm property reach the level of 186&0. Mounting debts and
taxes forced many to sell their property at = loss or to

borrow heavily at high interest rates.”
Hardest hit were Virginia’s Southside and Tidewater
counties, the area of greatest slave concentration. The land

was exhausted. Prices aof livestock, fertilizer, seed, and
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farm implements were inflated, and capital scarce. Prices of
tobaceo and agricultural products remained depressed through
the 1880s, further affecting falling land prices and the
ability o+t farmers to attract and keep labor. Ewell
described the country as *vasted, unproductive, and
impoverished," and Williamsburg as "torn to pieces.” QO+ his
own financial prospects he wrote!l "I am in the condition
somewhat as to means o+ living that a plucked chicken is as
to feathers.” From the devastated Tidewater region William
and bary had traditionally received most of its support--in
terms of students and endavment.®

As serious as the economic situation was, Ewell +elt
greater conceirn forr Virginia's poalitical plight and the
recalcitrant attitude of many citizens and officials.
Several days atter the surrender, President Abraham Lincoln
had recognhized Virginia’s faormer Confederate officials and
legislature as its right+ul government. Andrew Johnson,
however, legitimized the government at Alexandria under
Francis H. Pierpont which had been established during the
war, inside Federal lines. Pierpant, adhering to Jaohnson’'s
plan for leniency and an early restoration of Southern home
rule, urged a course of moderation and conciliation.
However, the +first post-war legislature--elected in October
1865 and composed primarily of former Whigs~--took a
traditional approach, enacting harsh vagrancy laws and asking

repeal aof test oath requirements and Jeffersan Davis’'® release
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from prisan. In Decembher 18465 (Congressg refused to seat
Virginia's recently elected Congressmen. Late in the month,
Radicals in Congress began a tenacious resistance to
Johnson’s policies, making it clear that their version of
reconstruction would include Ffull citizenship for Megrpes and
denial ot the vote to a large number o0+ Sputhern whites. The

Fourteenth Amendent, proposed in June 18é&4, threatened loss

of representation to states that denied Negro suffrage. At
the last session of Virginia’s "Jahnsaon legislature in
December 18464, Pierpaont urged ratification o+f the

constitutional amendment and warned that failure to do so--in
light of increasing Radical Republican strength in
Congress—--might mean a long delay in Virginia’s readmission
ta the Union. The legislature, uwhable to stomach the
possibility of "Negro rule," voted overwhelmingly to refuse
ratification. t?
Ewell was deeply distressed at these developments.,
The war was finished, the cause dead, the cost of continuing
the fight too high. He joined with many other Uniohist Whigs
to counsel acceptance of defeat, a policy of moderation, and
quick reunion as the best paths to Virginia’s future. While
most Saoutherners tended to blame continuing sectional
hostility on politics and the Morthern press, Ewell found the
cause closer ta home:
I have to the utmost ot my ability urged the adoption of
the Constitutional Amendment & of all the other measures

tending to harmony B¢ real peace without much
success--beyond that of making people call me ugly names
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sSuch as Abolitionist. We are, in this caunty, declining
everyday, &, as 1 tell the people, nothing but a giving
up of our Ffoolish--because injurious-~prejudices, &
setting to work to convince the Northern people of our
willingness to accept the past & to harmanize can relieve
us. Yet for all this they will go on talking the same
way. Although . . . they may be depriving themselves &
families of bread, 8¢ precipitating the country into
another gulf deeper than that we are now in . - . [LThe
Narthern peoplel are bitter more =0 ([howl by +ar than
when the war terminated. . . .Some who were our friends
have been alienated by our obstinacy in this Amendment
matter & are as feracious as any of the Radicals. . . » 1
believe the whole difficulties might have been settled 3
manths after the close of the war, had a greater spirit
o+ moderation prevailed.

He urged all ex-Confederate generals to follow the lead of
General Richard Taylor and publicly support acceptance aof the
Fourteenth Amendment, pointing out that as conquered people
it was no degradation to accept the terms of the
cohquerors-~especially it they were the best
attainable.*=

Believing both sides guilty of a lack of moderation
and attempting to alleviate some of the bitterness, Ewell

alsp made, through the New York Times, a public appeal

to the people of the Dbdarth. He admitted that hastile
feelings were "justified by the temper of the South,” but
asked understanding for "the sweeping lass aof praperty,"” the
beggary, and the misery that prevailed there. "The slave

traders af bMew Orleans," he wrote, "were want taoa punish a
slave just torn from all dear for any exhibition of his sad
feelings. Is it magnanimpus in the victorious North thus to
behave to the conquered South?":S

In public and private statements Ewell urged Eastern
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Virginians to throw off the apathy that reigned everyuvhere,
forget their bitterness, learn to support themselves, and
make peace with "waiting' an themselves rather than being
waited on by & reverential, and obsequious, darky." He also
counseled encouragement to Morthern investment! “The best
thing to be done here is5 to assimilate in industry,
enterprise, and econamy to the Yankees at once, and to
encourage them to come in and settle amonhg wus.? In yet

ahother article in the New York Times, Ewell made a

plea for NMorthern investment, taking care to assure his
readers they would encounter ho hostility--a statement he did
not for a moment believe,*=

Ewell’s most controversial, and least popular, verbal
crusade was his strong support for Negro suffrage and the
establishment of schools for Faormer slaves. Capitulation on
the issue of Negro suffrage, Evell believed, would allaow
Virginia to contraol her own reconstruction and would do the
state less harm than would continued lack of co-operation
with the federal government. Failure to approve this measure
vwould surely result in more severe treatment and retard
resumption of normal relations with the national government.
I+ Megroeg were ta vote they must become responsible
citizens. Ewell, to the horror of many Williamsburg
residents, welcomed teachers sent by the Friends' Association
of Philadelphia and pledged his +$ull support for their

effarts. He also insisted that Pauline, his anly remaining
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Negro servant whom he had taught to read and write, conduct a
schopl $or Negroes.i1i®

All Ewell’'s efforts ecame to nauvght when Virginia

failed to head off Radical Reconstruction and, in March 18Bé&7,

became Military District Number One. His reaction to

Virginia’s post-war economic, political, and social problems

had been markedly ouwt-of-character. Never having made a

practice of voicing his views publicly, he did SsSo an this

occasion in the belief that educators had a moral
responsibility to rise above sectional, political, or
personal concerns in the cause pof hational interests. His

counsel tao fellow Virginians to forget the past and loak to
the future was in line with his Unionist sentiments but seen
cuntradiﬁtary when placed beside his tréditidn—oriented
arguments for the preservation o+ William and pary. No real
paradox existed. Ewell encouraged the "new," a break with
tradition and compromise with reality, because it seemed the
only way to retain the "old." pNot to accept the terms of the
present might have meant the gqoing out forever of the best of

the past.?®

Meanwhile Ewell had become increasingy convinced that
it would be many vyears before Virginia’s physical, econamic,
or political health would be such that the College o+ William
and Mary could expect public or private support at home. If

the school was to be rebuilt and its endowvwment to remain
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intact, funds would have tao be raised elsewhere. He ignored
no proemising source and even Mmade extensive efforts to raise
funds in England.

In December 1865 Ewell continued efforts begun in
1859 to claim what would come to be called the *patty Fund.®
In 1741 Mary Whaley of Williamsburg had bequeathed to Bruton
Parish Church in Williamsburg ten acres of land, fifty pouhds
sterling, and part of her estate +for establishment of a
school for needy students. She requested the schaol be
dedicated to the memory o+ her deceased son bMatthew. When,
upoh her death in 1742, her executor failed to comply with
the terms of the will, the funds were invested in English
securitieg. In 1859, €. M. Fisher, an English lawyer,
advised the college of the existence of the +und and
suggested that, because the Episcaopal church no longer had
connhection with the state, William and Mary claim the funds
and execute the trust. Here matters stood until late 18635.

At that time Ewell asked John R. Thompson, a2 noted Virginia

literary figqure, faormer editor of the Southern Literary
hMessenger , and currentliy a resident of Londan, to
intercede on behalf of William and Mary. He also sent
Visitor William H. tMacFarland to England, with povier of

attarney from the faculty, to help Thompsaonh prepare his case.
Thompsoh, with support +rom Fisher and Charrles Francis Adams,
United States Minister at the Court of St. James, petitioned

for the fund in an Englisgh Court of Chanhcery on grounds that
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the college currently aoperated a grammar schooal in Brutaon
Parish and could thereby fulfill the terms of the beqgquest,
In mid-September 1866 the English court awarded William and
Mary a trust o+ 8470 on condition that the grammar school
educate fifteen free students and the preparatory department
be renamed the *Grammar anhd bMatty School."*#*

Hoping to tap a former source of support Ffor the
Contederacy, Ewell also urged Thompson to appeal for help to
the English gentry, high churchmen, and the universities.
Armed with an elaborate history of William and DPMary which
Eviell had prepared and which stressed the school's early
assoclations with England, he presented the college’s case in
a variety of public and wniversity organs. Thompson also
planned a series of lectures under the patronage of Thomas
Carlyle and Al4red, l.ord Tenhnhysonh, but soon found he was too
little known to be successful on the lecture circuit. His
only gains were seventy-five volumes donated by British
publishers and small manetary contributions from the
Archbishop of Canterbury and the Earl of Derby which had to
be used to pay shipping costs far the baaks. Thompson
attributed his failure to "the waning interest felt by the
English peaple in the affairs of any aof the late Confederate
States . . . and the feartully depressed monetary condition
in England.® Resentment among holders of novi~worthless
Confederate bonds, and the claims ot the United States +or

damage done by the Alabama and other British built



129
commerce destroyers, also affected English
attitudes. 1™

Meanwhile Ewell prepared +or publication a pamphlet

he entitled An Historical Sketch of the College of William

and Mary in Virginia. He repeated the arguments he had

made to the Visitors for the callege’s preservation, but this
time-~in an obvious appeal +or contributions--he exaggerated
the dawmage William and Mary had sustained while occupied by
Union troops as well as the school’s success since the war.,
In preparation for what he termed *a begging tour," Ewell
sent copies of his brochure to prominent businessmen and
philanthraopists in Baltimaotre, Philadelphia, Mew Yark, and
Boston--cities where great fortunes were reputedly being
made. With the same object in mind, he sent more than a
score ot articles to nhewspapers ih these cities appealing for
the college’s restoratian as a "relic of the past" and
asserting that "such an outward and visible sign of civil war
« « « ought not to remain."*~»

In the late winter and early spring of 1867 Ewell
made several trips to the Morth to plead for funds to rebuild
William and bMary. The success of Washingtan College
president Robert E. Lee in a similar endeavor encouraged him
to malke the trip at that time. If Leé’é praominence was both
ah asset and a disadvantage perhaps Ewell’s abscurity could
claim the same balanee. Ewell was also encouraged by Henry

A. UWise’'s assurance that his friend Henry Ward Beecher, who
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was "in earnest faboutl repairing the break fraoam the war,®
could be counted on for support.=°

In gspite of all his Ppreparations and optimism,
Ewell's tour was disappointing. He was ili much of the time
and found the bitterness toward the South that he had so
feared to be prevalent everyuwhere. Beecher offered no help,
explaining that the condition of the Freedmen and the
unsettled questions in Congress prevented many in the HNorth
fram expressing sympathy for Saouthern institutions.
Residents of New Yorlk City, a former hotbed of Southern
sympathy where Ewell expected a warm reception, praved

equally as resistant to his appeals. His only success among

the Gothamites was with the ladies, viho frequently mistaook
him for his brother Richard. Richard had, in Benjamin’'s
words, "a reputation of un_ humane_galant." Ben took

full! advantage of the mistake "to cultivate the pretty girls
« =« « & to visit saloons where waiter girls predominate."
The only monetary gain from his tour was a %1000 scholarship
pledged by Washington banker William W. Corcoran.=*:

While in Mew York Ewell alsao made a personal appeal
+or aid to the trustees of the Feabody Fund. Established in
1864 by George Peabody, this fund invested 2 million with an
annual income of #%120,000 for promotion of public education
in the South and aimed specifically to aid in the
establishment of state normal schools. Having {ailed in an

earlier attempt to abtain Peabody funds, Ewell presented the
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trustees with a letter of endorsement from Ulysses S. Grant,
himselft a member of the Bpard, and attempted to persuade them
that William and Mary could provide normal instruction.
Barnas Sears, president of Brown University and General Agent
of the Peabody Fund, expressed his regrets but explained that
only state-supported schools were eligible. In any case, he
continued, Peabody had had no thought of giving a college
education to the sons of gentlemen.==
During the winter of 18487 Ewell had also made the
first ot what would prove to be many appeals to Congress for
reimbursement aof the college’s laosses at the hands of Federal
troops. On 12 March 1867, wwith desperation but little hope,
he filed with the House Committee on Southern Claims a
memorial detailing the college's historical precedents, its
distinguished graduates, and giving the facts of the school’s
destruction in 184&2. He included a number of affadavits +from
townspeople and--for good measure--ohe from a freedman, but
the Committee refused to honor the petition.==
All else having failed, Ewell even attempted--perhaps
somewhiat in jest--to convince Lizinka Campbell Broavn Ewell,
the wealthy widow whom Richard Ewell had married in 18&3, to
contribute %10,000 in Richard’'s name. He even offered to
hand over the presidency of the college ta General Ewell.
When Mrs. Ewell retfused, Benjamin scolded her +or having
missed "an apportunity of immortalizing” her husband and

connecting his name with kings, nobles, and the founding
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fathers. The story was by nhaw an old one. Those with means
would not help; those who wished to help had no
means. =<

As Benjamin Ewell attempted to ferret out every
possible means of support, the rebuilding of William and Mary
in Williamsburg threatened to become a hypothetical issue,
The guestion of removng the callege to another site refused
to die. Many of the college’s friends, some alumni, and an
increasing number of Visitors, believed the devastatian in
Eastern Virginia and especially in Williamsburg dictated
reopening the school in a city that could give it +Ffinancial
support and a local patronage. Some persons suggested that
uprisings by freedmen were anh ever-present threat in the
heavily-Black Tidewater region and served to discourage
enrallment. A riot in Norfollk in April 18646 involving black
and white citizens, as well ags the suspicions of some
Williamsburg residents that teachers in the @uaker schools
for freedmen were setting blacks against white citizens,
added credibility to the charge. Public pressure was
sufficient to prompt Governor Pierpont to suggest to the
General Assembly that William and Mary be moved. Meanwhile
the city fathers of pdorfolk attempted te head of+ the
schaol’'s removal from Eastern Virginia by offering the use of
property formerly belonging to the HNorfolk Acadewmy, a
co-educational, Episcopal preparatory schaool no langer in

operation. =9
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In every available public forum Ewell answered those
who maintained that William and Mary should seek its +Future
elsewhere than in Williamsburg. The Peninsula, he was
confident, would +lgurish in the hear future and become "the
garden spot of Virginia" and "the most densely populated part
of the country." Because Virginia had nho common center of
populatian, each section of the state required and possessed
its local! instituion; William and Mary was the onily one
located in Tidewater Virginia. As to the possibility of
racial conflict, Ewell assured the public that Williamsburg's
black population had been and would remain docile and
orderly. The overtures from MNMorfolk evoked a defense of the
classical boarding-school and its rural setting. Proper
academic atmasphere, control, and supervisioh wvere rendered
more difficult, he asserted, in an urban setting.==®
Goavernar Pierpont’s suggestioh ta the legislature
concerning a new site for the old college +forced Ewell to
reverse an argument he had made to the Visitors in August
1865 and reflected the continuing debate concerning the
school’s status as a publiec or private institution. Oon that
occasion he had maintained that only the legislature had the
povier to change the site af a chartered institution. Mow,
two vears later, he denied that authority on grounds that the
charter precluded removal by either the General Assembly or
the Visitors; by such a move the College would cease to

exist, His position thus returned to that of John Marshall
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in 1787 (Bracken vs. the College of William and Mary) and of
John Tyler in 1824. Both had argued that the collegqe was a
private carporation and its affairs not subject to regulation
by the state.="

These premises notwithstanding, Ewell’'s central focus
remained on the college’s "sacred" surroundings, and its
ancient connections. "Virginians," he observed, "are bound
by considerations of the past . . . to continue the college
vhere it is." The Visitors grudgingly consented to retain
the college’s "time-honared" site, but Ewell had succeeded in
silenhcing the voices of dissent only for a time. They 1ould

surface again.=v

For two years after the war William and bdary limped
along in its wounded state, reflecting the economnic,
political, and social confusion of the state at large,
Enrol lment averaged about sixty students, all of whom were
local and most of whom were in the preparatory department.
Half¥ of the students attended without charge. Only Ewell ahnd
two professors remained to provide instructiaon, the others
having been granted comnpulsory leaves of absence. These
three received salaries only after all expenses were paid and
spent most of their time instructing elementary students,
The Visitors, occupied with the reconstruction of their own
affairs, gave Ewell license to "conduct the college as

economically and however he thinks best." Worlking with an
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appropriation of anly %1000 he autharized aonly those repairs
absolutely necessary for use of the remaining college
buildings. Ewell paid particular attention to the large bell
which had called students tp class since colonial times and
which was badly cracked. The bell had become to him and to
the residents o+ Williamsburg a symbol that William and Mary
still lived. The bell was recast and hunhg in the bell tower
of the severely damaged college building.=7%

Ewell also attempted to increase the callege’s annual
income which had fallen from approximately $8000 in 1860 to
%3500 in 1866. Prior taoa passage by the Virginia General
Assembly, in March 1866, of stay laws placing a moratorium on
collection of private debts, Ewell brought suit against
several of the eighteen debtors who owed a total of %57,377
to the college with arrears of interest totalling %13.752.
Few could afford to pay and, in most cases, the college was
forced to renew these loans. What little ould be collected
was offset by the costs of litigation. Also, in March 1866,
the General Assembly ordered payment on arrears of interest
on state stocks, bonds, and guaranteed loans held by
institutions of learning. Ewell had reason far hope, but
dividends actually collected amounted to 1little as state
authorities debated what course should be taken in resolving
the problem of Virginia’s large state debt. Ewell retused to
honor Henry Wise’s suggestiaon that the college lawn be plowed

up and planted in cowpeas which could be sold for
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revenue. 3 °

As chances for the college’'s revival appeared to
diminish daily, circumstances in Ewell's personal life seemed
to mirror the schoonl’s misfortunes. His debts mounted as
severe drought in the summer of 1846 followed by the earliest
and hardest winter of recent memory combined with the general
poverty of the area to make Farming unprofitable. College
legend has it that Ewell lost his "entire fortune® in
Confederate bonds. Ma evidence suppotrts this claim, and, in
any case, he never had a fortune to lose. By 1868 his assets
amounted to only %2000 in land and personal property) debts
totalled nearly twice as much. He attempted to convince his
brothers and sisters to sell the +family farm in Prince
William County, which he thought wmight bring %8000, but
sentiment prevailed. Ewell was finally +forced to sell small
parcels of land from his farm near Williamsburg to meet his
immediate obligatians. St

Family affairs were also a source of distress. In
May 1867 his daughter Lizzy was engaged to Beverley Scott of
FPrince Edward County, Virginia. Benjamin did not dislike
Scott but ppposed the union because the couple planned to
live with the Scotts at Prince Edward. He had hoped Lizzy
would marry Professor Thomas T. L. Snead and remain in
Williamsburg. When Richard and LLizinka Ewell suggested that,

because of the absence of Lizzy's mother, she be married at
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their home, Springhill, in Tennessee, Benjamin was quick to
accept. He would, however, not attend the ceremony. Ta
Lizzy and Beverley he pleaded a lack of time. To Lizinka he
caonfessed the real reasaon:

It was not indifference that made me want her to wmarry in
Tennhessee but a wish to escape the pain. It is nat the
parting but the forming of new ties that must . .
vhdermine and weaken all that are older.
Since Julia Ewell’s return to Yorlk, Pennsylvania, in 18al,
Benjamin and his daughter had become very close, Lizzy
pleaded with him to come to Tennessee for her wedding on 12
December 18&7, but he refused.>=
lLizzy and Beverley remained in Prince Edwward for
only a vyear. In late 1868 they returned to Williamsburg
where Beverley assumed responsibility for the operation of
Ewell’s farm. The wmove was ‘apparently precipitated by
Lizzy’s inability to make peace with her in-laws. Meanwhile
Ewell’s pain over her marriage was exacerbated by the death

on 9 August 1867 of his sister Rebecca who had returned to

Williamsburg after the war.>33

In July 1867 Ewell put aside his personal problems
for a time to make one last plea for rebuilding the caollege.

In a report to the Visitors he optimistically stated his

case:!
. = « it may be safely asserted that nothing worthy its
name ar histary can be done until it Buildings are
restored. . . . an impression prevails to a great extent

that the college is closed. This will continue . . . S0
long as the main building {5 in ruins. . . .
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[Reconstructionl done, the future iz secure. . . . That
it will in time demand its just share of patronage I do
not doubt.
He estimated the cost at lesg than %20, 000 and sugqested
that, in order to avoid premature sale of college bonds at a
sacrifice, part of the fund be pbtailned by borrowing from the
Matty Trust, using the bonds as security. Remembering the
difficulties encountered after the fire of 1859, Ewell urged
the Visitors not to give out the work in general caontract.
It would be better to hire a competent architect, secure
quality materials, and malke partial contracts. This done, he
vias sure he could direct the construction himsel#f, He would
live to regret this confidence in his ability as a
construction superintendent.=s=
On 3 July 184687 the Vigitors voted to rebuild William
and hMary. They agreed to Ewell’s general Planh and pledged
%$10,000 from college funds, mast of which would be borrowed
from the Matty fund. The remainder would have to bhe raised
by subscription. The Board's reversal seemS to have been the
result of the availability of the Matty trust and pressure
from those members who did not wish to see the school remaoved
from Williamsburg. As enrollment ih the caollegiate course
continued to fall, there had once a89ain been a public clamor
to establish the college elsewhere. It was hoped a definite
commitment to rebuild in the colonial gapital would silence
the detractarsg.=°

During the summer of 1867 a building committee,
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compaosed of Ewell, Hugh Blair Grigsby, and several Visitors
who lived nearby, appointed Alfred Landon Rives as architect,
approved plans foar the new building, and ordered the
necessary lumber, brick, and slate for an early beginning.
Rives was the same vyoung engineer with wham Ewell had
disaqreed 50 violently concerning the placement of
fartifications below Williamsburg in 18413 the twe had
apparently +forgotten their personal differences. Ewell,
t+earful that the Visitors might have a change of heart, urged
Rives to prepare his plans as spon as possible. He also
cautioned Rives that want of money dictated completing the
work as cheaply as possible.3©

Because most of the old walls of the building would
be used in constructing a new building, elabarate
preparations were nhecessary. Unsound interior and exterior
walls had to be pulled down and the bricks, which would be
reused, cleaned. Ewell hoped this worlk could be completed
before winter so that rebuilding could begin in early spring.
As luck would have it, it rained incessantly that summer and
into the fall. 6 late spring in 1868 further delayed the
work, as did the failure of some constractors to deliver
materials, and the necessity to perform twice as much
brickworlk as had been anticipated.>"

Discouragement replaced optimism as problems
multiplied. The roof was a case in point. Ewell would rue

the day he convinced the Buckingham Slate Company of Richmond
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to reduce the price of 133 squares of slate by %266 as a
contribution to the rebuilding eftort. By October 1867 the
slate was available, but Ewell was unable to hire a boat at a
reasonable price to bring it dowun James River. Most boat
captains bound for Morfolk were unwilling to stop at
Williamsburg to unlopad. Two months laterr the slate still had
not arrived, and the roof timbers had begun to suffer from
exposure. Finally in January 1848 Ewell located a suitable
vessel, but when it arrived, ice on the river prevented
unloading of the slate. By July he had managed to get the
slate squares to Williamsburg, but the slaters could not
begin worlk because bricklavers hired to replace the chimheys
had failed to report to work. By January 18&8% the roof was
in place, but inferior workmanship caused it to lealk. Wind
drove tain uwnder the slate, severely damaging the new
plaster. The slating contractor refused to remedy the
defects on grounds that EBwell?s interference with the workers
vas responsible for the problem. Another slater was hired,
but he was unable to gtop the leaks. Ewell must have
regretted, at least temporarily, his decision not to accept
the recently created Jackson Protfessarship of Mathematics at
Hampden-Sydney College which had been offered him. When
Ewell retired in 1888, the roof still leaked.=®
Ewell had hoped the reconstruction would be complete
by late summer 1868. Instead, by August 18&8, the viorl was

not half finished and funds had been depleted. To avoid
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further compromise of the college’s endowment, the
faculty--composed now only of Ewell and Thomas T. L.
Snead--voted to suspend all collegiate exercises for the
1868-6% session. The grammar schopml would remain open to
preserve a nucleus of organization and avoid forfeiture of
the Matty trust. In the fall and winter of 1868-69 Ewell
ohce again visited major cities inh the Morth hoping to raise
approximately %5000 to complete the college
building.=*

This time he prepared carefully. Armed with letters
of endorsement from Union generals Ulysses S. Grant, Gearge
Meade, George B. McClellan, and Ambrose Burnside, as well as
from General 0. 0. Howard, director of the Freedman’s Bureau,
and President Fredericlk Barnard of Columbia College, he
prepared to do battle with the moneyed interests. Optimism
was quickly quenched. In Mew York City Ewell encountered
rain, snow, ¥fog, and "“an abundance of good wishes but nothing
like currency.” Elsewhere the story was the same. In
Boston, Philadelphia, and Baltimore several large publishing
houses donated books valued at a total of 1200, but no
money. Bitterness taward the Saouth, if anvything, had
increased since 1867.%°

Only one small glimmer of hope remained with regard
to ocutside sources of support. A number of Virginia’'s
pre-war social and political leaders had promised

contributions if the outcome of state elections in the summer
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of 18689 proved favorable to their interests. They were
especially anxious that conservative otfficials Ffriendly to
the funding aof Virginia’s large state debt be elected.
Beginning in December 1867 a convention compaosed primarily of
Radical Republicans had prepared a new cohstitution for
Virginia. The document, as submitted, granted suffrage to
Megroaes and denied both the vote and the right to hold public
office to thousands o+ former Confederate leaders. Fearful
that Virginians would fail to approve such a plan and thereby
delay the state’s readmission to the Union, a coalition of
maderate White Republicans and old-line Democrats and Whigs
convinced President-elect Grant to allow a separate vote on
the disfranchising and disqualifying clauses. In July 1B&2,
Virginia voters rejected both clauses, approved the
"Underwoand” Constitution, and elected a predominantly
conservative legislature. The new legislature moved quickly
to fund the entire state debt. These successes, however,
failed to translate into dollars for Ewell’s rebuilding
efforts. =t
Unwilling to see the college's credibility further
damaged by suspension of the college course Ffor another
gession, Ewell loaned the college $2000--presumably his share
of Rebecca Ewell's estate--to +finish the main building.
William and Mary borrowed money where it could and obtained
materials on credit from Williamsburg businessman W. W. Vest

for the rest. After an expenditure of 23,500, of which
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9000 remained unpaid, the main building was ready in the
fall of 1869. Although work remained o be done on the
Brafferton building and the ground enclasures, William and
Mary resumed collegiate exercises on 13 October
1869 . %=
President Ewell assured the public that the college
wauld "at once retake her place among the first Institutions
o+f Learning in our Country." Fersonally, he was less
optimistic about the school’s future. Inferior materials and
workmanship dictated constant repairs to the main building.
Furnishings consisted only of lohg wooden benches) the
library shelves remained only partially filled. Nor was
Ewell pleased with the guality of the faculty William and
Mary had been able to attract with its offering of only %666
per annum. He alsa requested and received the Visitors'
anproval of a curriculum which, while it remained basically
classical, was adjusted to accommodate non-degree student and
would, he hoped, attract larger numbers.=s
These difficulties notwithstanding, Ewell was
satisfied that at least two of the three major problems he
had faced four vears earlier had been resolved. Rebuilding
was essentially complete and the college remained in
Williamsburg, the only site where, in his opinion, it
legitimately could exist. Financial problems remained and
would not be solved for many vyears. Having achieved a degree

of success, Ewell followed through on a promise he had made
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to himself many wmanths earlier: he again resigned the
presidency of William and Mary, asking to retain only the
professorship of mathematics and naturgl philosophy. He was
tired, his health had not been 9pnod since 1864, and he
believed the college required a president with more prestige
and influence than he could aoftfer. Richard Ewell urged him
to make a new start in Tennessee, but agfter Lizzy’s return to
Williamsburg, he looked forward to devoting more time to his
farm west of Williamsburg. With an eye to Robert E. Lee’s
success at Washington College, Ewell syggested the Visitors
offer the presidency to Joseph E. Johnston. The Visitoars
refused to accept Ewell’'s resignation. Flattered, despite
his reluctance to carry oh the fight, Ewell believed he "had
no alternative to accepting & to do all in mwmy power to
justify the confidence put in me.” He found it impossible to
let 9o the institutional wmistress that exerted such a
magnetic hold an his affections. Benjamin Ewell would remain

to face the problems ot the 1870s.
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CHAPTER VII

FINAMNCIAL CRISIS: 1870-1882

As the turbulent 18405 decade ended, Benjamin Ewell
looked ahead hopefully to better days Ffor the College af
William and Mary. Although the grounds and sevetal buildings
still required attention, the ordeal of reconstructing the
main building was essentially over. I+ the school could
attract an adequate faculty, he believed, students would soon
flocik to the colonial college. The resulting prosperity
would also, he hoped, increase his own financial resources
which had been severely drained during the reconstruction
vears, Disappaointment, however, quickly replaced optimizm.
Students in large numbers did not come, and the college’s
debts continued to mount,. The 18705 would be dominated by a
wide and uvnsuccessful search for funds to enable William and

Mary to remain open.?

During the early years of the new decade the
college’s ancient buildings, as well as its "new" one,
required extensive repairs just to avoid further
deterioratiaon and damage. The roof of the wmain building

still leaked and slates had to be replaced at a cost of $600.
Construction of a gtammar school building en the old site of

the Governor's Falace required expenditure of %4700.
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Necessity to repay funds borrowed from the Matty trust, as
well as Ewell’s determination to remove gQrammar school
students from the campus where they <freqguently disrupted

college activities, prompted this addition to the physical

plant. By late 1872 post-war expenditures amounted to
%44, 000, and the college’s debts, including arrears of
faculty salaries, totalled %22,500. Pressure +from lenders
for payment presented Ewell with a dilemma. To delay

settlement meant increased debt as interest on past-war
loans--often at rates of 12 percent onr more--rapidly
accumulated. On the other hand, immediate payment would
hecessitate diping deeply inte the endowment with the
resulting loss of both assets and income.®

The callege’s inability to attract students
compounded its financial difficulties. As was the case with
hearly all colleges, William and Mary had never been
self-supporting but depended on adeqguate enrollment plus
income from endowments to provide nhecessary services, .In the
18705 neither enrollment nor income reached acceptable
levels. Annual admission of fifteen "free" students--that
is, those who paid no tuition--further complicated the
problem. The college, after all, had tao beoast sufficient
enrollment to justify its existence. Low tulition and +ee
rates might have beenh expected to attract students but did
not. At William and Mary students paid $230 or less per

session as compared to more than %500 at the University of
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‘Yirginia, Yale, Princeton, and Harvard, tao name onhly a Ffew.
Despite this economy, enrollment in the college course +fell
from forty-one in 1870-71 to ohly twenty in 1877-78. In the
18705 income +#rom fees and investments averaged less than
%4,000 annually,.=
Why should the College of William and Mary, with its
longevity, its historic connections, and its status as the
anly college in Tidewater Virginia have had so much more
difficulty attracting students in the post-war era than it
had experienced before the war? Until the founding of the
Virginia Agricultural and hechanical Institute in 1872 the
humber of colleges in Virginia for white males remained at
ten. Some friends of William and bMary attributed its lack of
appeal to its inaccessibility. From Richmond one had a
choice of a steamer down James River to Kingsmill Wharf--with
a stop at every whart along the way--and a four mile trip by
wagah to Williamsburg, or a trip by rail to West Point, a
steamer down York River to Claybank and a wagon ride +from
there to the college. Either mode of travel reguired Ffrom
five to eight hours. Othenr nbservers suggested that the
economic necessity to reduce the number of faculty members
hurt the college’s ability to compete. James Lyons, Rector
of the Board of Visitors, observed that "the . . . increase
of Megro population in the country around [the collegel” was
an impediment to its success. These factors doubtless

contributed to the woes of William and Mary. They do not,
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however, address a much more important and more basic
problem: the college’s lepcation in the gconomically depressed
Tidewater regiaon.*®

As Ewell had pointed out to the Visitors in his
appeal for the college’s continuance in Williamsburg, every
Virginia college--with the possible exception of the
University at Charlottesville--tended over time to draw
consistently from the same area of the state. 0+ the 1,356
students who attended William and Mary from 1825 to 1861,
1,154 were Virginia residentg and 871, or seventy-five
percent, came from the Tidewater, Southside,; ar Eastern Shore
couhties which suffered the geverest economic depression
after the war. According to one student oaf Virginia’s
post-war economy, fifty=-two Virginia counties had a decrease
af greater than tuwenty-five percent in assessed realty values
from 1860 to 1B75; most of these counties were in Virginia’s
Tidewater or Sguthside regions. Many youn9 men who mnight
have been expected to attend William and Mary simply did not
have the necessary resources, of the 292 students who
attended William and Mary from 1845 until igs1, 251 were
Virginia residents; 199 of these, ar seventy-pine percent,
came from depressed counties. These +figures indicate that
the pattern of attraction had not changed. For the 18748-77
academic session the University of Virginia enrolled 179
students;s Riechmand College, 1423 Randolph-Macon, 14673

Washington and Lee, 1335 and Hampden-Sydney. 86. William and
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Mary had only 27. With so little income +from tuition and
fees, college officials were forced to compromise capital
assets to meet expenses.®
Benjamin Ewell recognized that the college’s location
in eastern Virginia was a severe handicap to its
rejuvenation, but he consistently claimed, at least publicly,
that the region would be in the future the richest in the
state. Meanwhile, present realities dictated that outside
funds be found before debt payments, interest, and expenses
ate deeper into the endowment. Recurrent suggestions that
William and Mary be removed to a more favorable site added
urgency to the guest. Admitting that his efforts to acquire
donations from private sSources had been dismal failures,

Ewell attempted to tap public revenues.®

Ih October 1870 Ewell spent several days in Richmond
in an attempt to persuade Virginia’s legislators that William
and Mary should receive at least a share of the +funds
available tp Virdginia uwunder the Morrill Act of 188&2. That
legislation granted each state 30,000 acres af land from the
public domain or the equivalent in scrip, for each Senatar
and Representative, to be used for the suppaort of at least
.one agricultural and mechanical institute. Assignment of
funds fell to the states with the opticon of establishing new
colleges or alterring the mission of one or more existing

institutions. When hearings began at Richmond in 1870 a wild
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scramble ensued, as all ten of Virginia’s white colleges--as
well as the Hampton Normal and Agricultural Institute founded
in 1868 far Negroes--vied far at least a part of the
appropriation.”

The lengthy memorial Ewell prepared {for presentation
tao the legislative committees repeated the arguments he had
made to the Visitors in 1865 in his plea for the school’s
restoration and added an appeal for justice to Tidewater
Virginia. He stressed the college’'s histpry, its antiguity,
its distinguished graduates. Again he expressed confidence
in the future of the Virginia Peninsula and assured the
legistators of its healthful climate. In an attempt to prick
their consciences, he reminded them that the Tidewater region
had been more injured during the war than any other sectiaoni
that it contributed more than its share to the state treasury
and had received the least in returni that William and Mary
was the area’'s only college. Would it not be =simple
justice~-if William and Mary established a chair of
agriculture—--to grant the college an equitable portion of the
land scrip funds?®

Ewell depended on former Virginia governor Henry A.
Wicse to present these arguments tao the proper committees and
aslk that William and bMary be awarded all the +Funds. But
Wise, as eccentric, unpredictable, and eloguent as ever,
suggested that all Virginia’s colleges share equally--each to

receive about %30,000. Forced to present his own case, Ewell
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summarized the points made in the memorial, Then, in a
statement that was both an apology for his emphasis on the
past and a reflection of his belief that an acceptance of
progress should not displace a reverence +for the past, he

concluded:

It is hoped that this reference to the past of the
College . . . Will not be considered inappropriate. It
is true that old things have passed awayj but his culture
must be contracted who refuses to profit by the teachings
of the past, or neglects to cherish and admire its
memories.”

Despite Ewell’'s efforts and eloquence, the college’s
petition died in the Senate Committee on Public Instructiaon.
In March 1872, after nearly two vears of debate, the state
legislature appropriated two-thirds of the land scrip for the
establishment of the Virginia Agricultural and HMechanical
Institute at Blacksburg in western Virginiaj it granted the
remaining one~third to Hampton Institute for the education of
Megroes. As in most states where local interests were
sharply divided, the most satisfactory answer proved to be

the founding of a new callege rather than the conversian of

old ones.*®

Long before he learned of the General Assembly’s
decision, Ewell faollowed the lead of Washington Caollege and
the Virginia Military Institute and began planning a campaign
to convince Cangress that William and bMary should receive
reparations from the federal government for damages inflicted

by federal troops during the war. He had wished to initiate
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these effarts before reconstruction aof the wain building
began, but believed any such appeal to Congress would have to
await Virginia’s official recanstruction. In late January
1870 Congress approved the state’'s readmission to the Union,
and for the next six vyears Ewell's efforts tao persuade
Congress that William and Mary deserved indemnification for
its 1losses claimed a lion’s share of his time and
energy. 1

In July 1870, Henry A. Wise attempted once again to
use his influence aoan behalf of the scheool he served as
Visitor. Wise pttered to contact Representation Benjamih
Franklin Butler of Massachusettis and ask his sponsorship of a
bill requesting reparations for the college. Before the war
Wise and Butler, both Democrats and supporters of Jaohn
Breckinridge in 1840, had been political allies. Since the
war Butler had become the most radical of Republicansi Wise,
nonetheless, hoped to ecall in some old political debts.
Butler was familiar with the college from his days as post
commander at Fortress Monroe during the war and was knownh as
a strong supporter of bills to aid education. He also had a
reputation +Ffor undertaking political fights with wvigor,
vindictiveness, and great relish. As a praominent Radical
Republican and a +formidable +Figure in the House o+t
Representatives, Butler could never be accused of sentimental
conciliationism. Butler agreed to act as patron for William

and Mary, but warned Wise that the college should ask only
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far an endowment and avoid "raising issues of the
war, "=

Ewel}l began immediately to plan his assault on the
pinnacles of national power. Ignoring Butler’s advice, he
prepared a membrial to Congress emphasizing the unnecessary
character of the fire vhich had virtually destrayed the main
college building in 18&2. Success of the appeal, however,
demanded that expediency triumph over emotion. In his +Ffirst
drat+t Ewell wrote that "Lthe Firel was done by the accident
ar designh aof a few drunken and brutal soldiersg.” He crossed
this out and +inally wrote:

It was an unauvthorized act or accident of [al1 war, the
end of which was to save everything precious to the care
of a parental Governmenht. . . . The very end and aim of
the Union was to save, not to destroy. . . .

Cangress never contemplated the idea of warring upon
venerable institutions of learning.

An approptriation to William and Mary would aid in the
restoration of "harmony and peace" between Narth and South.
At Ewell’s request, Union Generals Grant, Meade, Sherman,
McClellan, Burnside, and Schotield--all West Pointers—--wrote
letters of support. Members of the Virginia General Assembly,
relieved no doubt that they were not the target of Ewell’'s
latest campaign, voted unanimous approval of the coallege’s
petition. Federal Judge Robert W. Hughes of Norfolk, one of
Virginia’s leading Republicans and Ewell’s close friend,
added his support, declaring that he sent his sonh to William
and Mary "in confident belief that he will not bpe insulted

because of my well-knhowun politics. "1™
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In late December 1870 Butler inroduced the caollege’s

petition in the House o0+ Representatives where it was

referred, with suppeorting papers, to the Committee an
Education and Labor. Butler's bill asked that Congress
approve $69,000 as reparation for war losses. In late

February Ewell borrowed €500 {rom Williamsburg merchant W. W.
Vest that he might go to Washingtan and present his case in
person. In 2 speech that rivaled the passionate
praoncouncements of the most dedicated Radical, Ewell recaounted
at length the college’s early history and stressed the
institution’s contributions to the nation’s independence and
to its leadership. He reminded the committee that
belligerents had traditionally respected institutions of
learning and that General Philip Sheridan, in his passage
through Charlottesville, had taken steps to protect the
University of Virginia:
Thus this noble institution, which Thomas Jeffersan gave
to our country, was fortunately preserved, although the
more venerable college which 9ave him to America had
fallen victim tg the Moloch of war.
Furthermore, William and Mary could help supply the teachers
so desperately needed by both blacks and whites in Virginia’s
fledgling public school system. In answet to those
Congressmen who feared a grant to William and Mary would set
a precedent and justify large demands on the treasury, Ewell
argued that the college’s case was unique! no other college

had contributed so much to the nation nor suffered S5O much

damage. Reparations of $67,000 was a small price to pay for
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preservation of "the memories of the past, the necessities of
the present, and a wise care for the future."21=s

In lobbying for the bill Ewell atitempted to assure

that it would not become a party measure. "Literature and
sciences " he asserted, "know no politics, and recognize and
tlaim all parties as their protectors and <friends.” The

petition received support from both parties, and, on 3 May
1871, committee chairman Samuel Arnell, a Radical Republican
fram Tenhessee, reported it favorably to the House. Cangress
adjourned, however, betore the House could act.:i1®

As spoan as the 1870-71 college cession ended, Evell,
digappointed but not discouraged, began to prepare for
another appeal to Caongress. Ta the papers he had previously
filed in support pf the college’s cause he added oaffidavits
of several Williamsburg residents who had witnessed the
burning $+ the college. All attested tao the responsibility
of Union saldiers for the destruction. Ewell'g action was
apparently precipitated by the objections of at least one
former Union soldier--who had been present at the building’s
conflagration--that local residents had been responsible.
Because Congress would not make an apprapriation in aid of a
private institution, William and Mary was forced to ask far
indemnity; thus the need to prove that the building had been
burned by Federal troops. For gonod measure Ewell also
solicited a letter of support from Samuel Chapman Armstrong,

first president of Hampton Institute and a former official of
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the Freedman’s Bureau. Armstrong characterized Ewell--and by
implication the college he represented--as "liberal, polite,
and kind tao all kinds of Naorthern people and enterprises"” and
mentioned his support for Megro schools "at much sacrifice of
his comfort."=

On 24 January 1872, Ewell made the second of four
personal appeals to the House Committee on Education and
Labor. His argument was identical to the one he had made in
1871, and again he won over the committee. When debate began
in the House in early February the bill received strong

suppoart from several Radical Republicans, among them Legrand

W. Perce of Mississippi, chairman of the Committee on
Education and Labor, and George Frisbee Haar o+
Massachusetts. Hoar would for the next twenty years remain

the most influential champion of federal aid for William and
Mary.*®

That Hoar assumed Butler’®s role as chief patron of
the college’s petition can enly be explained by their common
interest in education. Although both men were DbdMassachusetts
Republicans, Butler was always at ondds with the state’s elite
REpublican leadership, and especially with Hoar who had
compared him to such political villaing as Benedict Arnold,
Aaron Burr, and Robespierre. In any case, as far as William
and Mary was concerned, Hoar'’s support was more to be
desired. Butler was perhaps the most unpopular figure in the

House, even amahg members oaf his ownh party.?r®
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Hoar, FPerce, and others who favared the bill
generally made the same points. Qcecupation of William and
Mary by Union forces carried respaonsibility for its

protection; destruction of buildings and property belonqing
to an educational instituting——especially by disoprderly
soldierg--was a clear violation of the rules of civilized
warfare. Hoar dubbed the college a natienal shrine--"like
Monticello and bMount Vernan'--and expressed confidence that
its sigter caollege, Harvard, "mother of the Otises and the
Adames would gladly extend her right hand to the mother of
Jeftfersan and bMarshall.?” The rhetoric and partisanship of
" these Congressmen would hot, however, be enough.®”

As debate cantinued on the flooar of the House, word
reached opponents of the bill that recent events in Richmond
and Williamsburg cast serious doubt on the college’s lovalty
to the Union. The epigodes involved a volunteer militia

company organized by Professor Richard Alsop Wise, soh af

former governor Henry A, Wise. Most of Williamsburg's young
men--ihcluding several students--were members of "Wise’s
Light Infantry.”"” Rumor had it that Wise’s Infantry had

disrupted a racially-mixed Republican meeting in Williamsburg
and, at a state fair in Richmond, had made a public display
of disloyalty to the government by tearing the initials
"U.S8." from their uniforms. Although both Ewell and Wise
indignantly denied the charges--and Wise offered to resign i+

his presence on the faculty jeopardized the college’s chances
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at reparations--the bloody shirt waved furiously on the floor
of the House.=<

Gpposition came from many quarters, but
Representative John B. Hawley, a Republican from Illinois,
made the most impassioned plea for rejection of the bill to
aid William and Mary. In answer to the report of the
Committee on Eduration and Labor, he observed that it would
"require a good deal of education and more labor to get this
bill through the House." The college’s cause, he believed,
had no support in law, justice, or precedent. Pointing aut
that the institution’s president, professors, and students
had "enlisted under the banner of treasonh and rebellion,"
Hawley urged Congress to pay just claims rather than deplete
the treasury to reward disloyalty. The college had been
mother to Contederates, and its destruction was part of the
price the South had to pay For its rebellion. Other
Republican congressmen expressed fears that passage of the
bill would create a dangerous precedent to rebuild "every
school or church or institution of charity destroyed during
the war.," The colleqge’s appeal was nhot destined to escape
the partisan politics Ewell had labored hard to
avaoid, =2

He did his best, however, to limit the damage done by
the "bloody shirt" arguments. On 12 February 1872 Ewell
wrote Chairman Perce to explain that the disruptien of the

Republican meeting in Williamsburg had been the result of a
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simple misunderstanding. Several of Wise’s men, returning
home +rom their weekly drill, had geen a 1light in the
courthouse and stopped to investigate, Because the men were
armed, their presence was misinterpreted by some of those
attending the meeting and "things 9ot out of hand." Wise had
quickly ordered his men oput. Ewell also produced affidavits
from two members of Wise’s company--both former Union
soldiers-—-that no exhibition of disloyalty to the UWnign bhad
occurred at the astate Ffair at Richmond. After Hawley's
speech, Ewell again wrote Perce to point out that no
secessian flag had ever flown from the college buildings. In
his own defense, he cited his strong protests against efforts
to exclude any but sectional textbooks--that 1is, those
favorable to the South--in Southern educational institutions.
Relatians in Williamsbhurg between the races, between
Northerners and Southerners, and between Democrats and
Republicans were, he maintainhed, good, In any case, William
and Mary educated ypung men regardless of their father’'s
politics. Ewell’'s friend, Robert W. Hughes, also tried ¢to
help. He wrote Ebenezar Rockwell Hoar, brother of George
Hoar and President Grant’'s former Attorney General, that
Republicanism in Virginia was "ready to develop itsel+ on the
first encouragement given by Conhgress." Virginia, he
believed,could be carried +for Grant if people could be
convinced that Republican policy was "not greedy partisanship

but . . . statesmanship.?=2
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Ewell remained in Washingtan until mid-May, lobbying
+or his bill wherever he could and listening +to debates in
the House. As he listened, he also grieved. Oon 2494 January
1872, the same day Benjamin made his appeal to the House
Committee, his brother Richard had died of phneumonia.
Richard survived his wife Lizinka by only three days.
Benjamin'’s agony can only have been exacerbated by the
opposition ot Radical Republicans to aid +for William and
Mary--oppasition that seemed the fulfillment of his fears
that Virginia's attitude toward the federal government in the
immediate post-war period viould reap a bitter
harvest.=23

On 13 December 18272 the House rejected the college’'s

request for reparations. On 17 February 1873, passions
having cooled somewhat, the House approved, by a vote of
117-70, an almost identical measure. The Senate adjourned
without considering the bill. William and Mary had once

again become the victim o parliamentary stratagems.=2

While the bill to indemnify William and Mary for its
war losses hung in the balance, Ewell turned his energies to
support af another cause: President Ulysses S, Grant's bid
for re-electian. He had supported the former Union general
in 1848 on the strength of Grant’'s leniency at Appomattox and
his intercession on behalf of General Richard Ewell’s release

in June 1865 from Fort Warren where he had been imprisoned
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since the Confederate surrender. In 1872 Grant's oapponent

was Horace Greeley, editor of the New York Tribune and

a former anti-slavery crusader. Candidate of both the
Liberal Republicans and the Democrats, Greeley ran on a
platform that promised refaorm, interment of the “bloody

shirt,” and an end to military reconstruction.=®
In a letter to the editor of the Washington

Daily Morning Chronicle Ewell urged the president’s

re-election on grounds that Grant could reunite the country
as no one else could. I+ there was to be peace in the South,
there had to be peace 1in the Union; oanly a president
acceptable to both houses of Congress and to all factions of
the Republican Party could bring this result. Grant it the
bill better than Greelevy. Ewell also cited Grant's efforts
to "relieve the Sautherhn people to the extent of his ability”
and asserted that Virginia would have been "no better of+f
than the worse governed Southern State” had Grant not
interceded in 1869 to return contrel of the state to native
Virginians. As to the allegations of caorruption in the Grant
administration, such cries, Ewell declared, had been worse in
the days of Jackson.=e

Students of the Ewell era at William and blary have
almost unanimously assumed that Ewell’s endarsement of Grant
was unusual among Virginia leaders and a direct extension of
his efforts to obtain relief for the college. Neither seems

to have been the case. Many Virginia Republicans and
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accusation Ya malicious falsehoad" but refused to denounce
the author publicly for fear of alienating supporters of the
bill to compensate William and bMary which was still pending
in Congress. Whether Ewell's support for Grant had any
effect natipnally or in Virginia is impossible to determine.
In any case, Grant defeated Greeley in Virginia by a narrow
papular margin, carrying the state by less than 2,000 votes
when Conservatives were unable teo deliver the traditional

vote for Greeley.=%

In late 1873 Ewell, still sustaining a +aint beope
that William and Mary might yet receive help fram the federal
government, returned to Washington to set the stage +{or
anaother try, Virginia’s Democratic senator, John Warfield
Johnston, advised Ewell to turn the bill over to "spome
influential northern member & leave it in his hands,"” but
Ewell preferred--characteristically--to trust his own powers
of aratory and persuasion. On 1 April 1874 Ewell made his
third appearance betore the House GCommittee on Education and
Labatr. This time he summarized his previous arguments but
leaned more heavily on the college’'s contributions ta the
Revolution and the founding of the republic than on the facts
of its burning by Union troops in 1862. William and HWHary, he
asserted, had given ta the nation "more than two hundred
sages and heroes pre-eminently distinguished in public

service and place." He reminded the legislators that the
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college had never been compensated for use and abuse of its
buildings by American troops during the siege at Yoriktown,
althaugh the federal government had hornored similar claims by
Rhode Island College and Princeton University. The French
government had pald for reconstruction of the President’s
House after it burned while in use as a hospital for
Lafayette's troops. Believing his most effective argument
was still the contribution a grant to William and Mary could
make to reconcilation between Narth and South, he concluded:
Grant the prayers o+ petitions like this, and nho more
ever will the Union need arms to save the people, or
their families, ar their schpols, oy their houses of
charity and learning, or their houses o+ God from the
ravages of civil war. This mode of treating the wounds
of the past would be a salve indeed, and heal them. . . .
And the college. . . . [willl repay any beneficence which
Congress may bestow, by giving again baclk to the Union,
what money cannot buy, another host of mighty men to
guard constitutions and laws, and the law of the
nation, ="

Legrand Perce had lost his seat in the House, but
George Hoar continued to give Ewell his unqualified support.
On 13 April 1874 the committee again submitted a tfavorable
report to the Haouse. Despite this approval and a jaoint
resolution by the Virginia Senate and House of Delegates
urging passage of the Bill, opponents blocked consideration
on the floor of the Hpuse.=°

Ewell was discpuraged but not defeated. Perhaps the
centennial celebration of the nation's independence would

encourage support for the college's continued existence.

Perhaps a House of Representatives dominated since early 1879
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by Demacrats would prove more supportive than in the Ppast.
Evidence of a growing volume ot sympathy in the North +or the
Southern people and their institutions also offered hope. In
late February Ewell presented his case for the Ffourth time
before the House Committee on Education and Laboar. Whether
the committee was influenced by the centennial spirit or
impreassed by Ewell’s perseverance is impossible to say, but
on 3 March 1876, Representative Hoar--on behalf+ of the
committee--made a <favorable report to the House. Hoar
insisted that after May 1862 +ederal autharities had not
censidered the Virginia Peninsula hostile territory; thus
"the case should be treated as 1 it had happened in
Washington or Philadelphia." He also stregssed the college’s
status as a national monument and again reminded the House
that were the site in question Mount Vernan or Independence
Hall "we should hasten to repair the injury.” On 2 April
1874 the House passed the measure, but its friends could not
persuade the Senate, still dominated by Radical Republicans,
to apprapriate 65,000 to compensate a former rebel
institution.S?

The college’s last attempt in the 187058 +to obtain
reparations from the federal government came in the 45Sth
Congress (187272-78). This time Ewell did not qo to
Washingtan. Volumes had already been spoaken, and he was
needed in Willijiamsburg. Instead he trusted the bill to

Virginia congressman John Goode of Marfolk who had recently
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been appaointed chairman of the Committee on Education and
Labor and who also served on the college’s Bopard of Visitors.
Again the measure survived the committee and was ably
represented on the +ilpor of the House by Goode, John Randolph
Tucker of Virginia, and George B. Loring of Massachusetts.
George Hoar now held a seat in the Senate. Loring, who held
Benjamin Butler’s former seat, wondered how Congress could
refuse aid to an institution which had trained "in patriotic
defiance" so many Virginia statesmen of the Revolutionary
era. Tucker labeled the bill "a simple demand of justice"
and asserted that government canfiscatlion of private property
in loyal territory without due process af law or just
compensatiaon constituted a violation of the Fifth Amendment.
Such premises were only sustenance for those prone to wave
the bloody shirt. William and Mary was "a nest of treason”
and, while the school might claim connection with UWashington
and Jefferson, it had violated their teachings by encouraging
secession and rebellion. Representative Martin I. Towhsend
of New York ridiculed the Massachusetts delegation for its
averwhelming support of the billj Thomas B. Reed of Maine
warned that passage would create "a bill of rights far the
whole list of southern war claims® and enhcourage a +fievrce
attack on the treasury. The House voted 127 to B? to reject
the claim. Ewell had expected this result and once again
expressed his regret that the bill had been "allowed to

becomne a patrty measure. Despite his dedication,
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perseverance, anhd elaquence--and the unwavering support of a
handful of congressmen--the decade ended with ho federal help
for the College of William and Mary. That he had at least
kept the cause before the public was his only

consolation.==

While Congress repeatedly debated the bill to pay
reparations to William and Mary, Ewell maintained publicly
his +aith in its success. Frivately he doubted Congress
could ever be convinced to thus compensate a Southern
institution. Consequently, he attempted to follow up every
promising source of support and encouraged every effort to
publicize the college’s mission and assure the public of its
continued life. In a number of these schemes his most active
ally was George Hoar, who did not limit his efforts on behal+f
of William and Mary ta the halls of Congress.

During the early days of his congressional career
Hoar had been an avid supparter of Radical Republican
principles and a vocal critic of Southern society in general
and of its treatment of freedmen in particular. By the early
18705 Hoar had come tp believe that a nationally administered
system of compulsory education offered the best remedy for
the "evils of the South"” and would serve best to diminish
sectional differences and expand the role of the Negro in the
economic and political life of the region. From 1870 to 1874

Hoar tried on at least three occasions to secure enactment of
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a national education bills his advocacy of federal aid to
William and Mary seems to have been an extension o+f this
campaign. The college, with its claimas of antiquity and
Revolutionary connections presented a special appeal to a
palitician who has been described by his biagrapher as almost
obsessed by the "heritage and ideals of the past.” Hoar
believed a special bond existed between Virginia and
Massachusetts, and between his alma mater, Harvard, and the
calonial college at Williamsburg, Just as the experiences of
Bunker Hill and Yorktown irrevocably joined Massachusetts and
Virginia, the nation’s two oldest collegiate institutions
shared the distinction of having educated many leading
statesmen of the Revolution. Despite its location in the
rebellious South, could Massachusetts or Harvard now +orget
Virginia’s oldest college?s3
In 1872 Hoar gathered from the citizens of

Massachusetts pledges aof aid to William and Mary totalling

more than %100,000,. Betore the money could be collected, the
twin blows aof the disastrous Bostanh fire of November
1872-~-uwhich devoured sixty-five acres of the business

district--and the business panic of 1873 destroyed the
financial resources of most of those who bhad promised to
help. Refusing to give up, Hoar suggested in March 1875 that
Ewell come to Bosten and make a personal appeal for aid. To
prepare the way, Hoar published a lengthy article in the

Boston Daily Advertiser reminding Bostonians of the
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impending centennial of Concord and Lexington and urging them
not to forget that it had been the sons of Harvard and

William and Mary wvho had "educated the Americanh peaple in the

principles of civil liberty and of constitutional
government.” Generous contributians would also demonstrate
an end to the bitterness of the war. In a setries o+f public

lectures in April 1875 Ewell reminded Bostanians that
Virginia had been most generous to Bostan in 1775 when that
city suffered retaliation for its resistance to English
paolicies. Although he received few offers of help--a result
he attributed to the continued financial depression--he
professed to have +ound New Englanders more réspectful o+ the
college’s "histaorical record and associationg than were
Virginians.3<

While Ewell was in Boston, Hoar and his good +friend
Edward Everett Hale, minister of Boston's South
Congregational Church, suggested he extend his appeal by
preparing a pamphlet uwrging alumni of Northern colleges to
aid William and Marwy. The two Bostonians would see to its
publication and distribution. Having secured the endorsement
of a number of Harvard officialg--including James Russell
lLowell, president of the alumni association--Hoar and Everett
digtributed in the fall af 1875, six hundred copies of An

Appeal for William and Mary Colleqe. The pamphlet,

predictably, recounted the college’s Revolutionary experience

and strezsed the soothing effect on sectional feeling help
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might bring. Despite its distinguished Sponsors, the
Appeal yielded no more results than had Ewell’'s other
campaigns. Mew Englanders might be mare sympathetic than
Virginians, but they would not, or could not, be more
generous, 5°

Meanwhile Ewell initiated or encouraged publications
he hoped would dispel a commonly held opinion that William
and Mary was ho longer a viable institution. In 1871, at
Ewell’s suggestion, the Board of Visitors commissioned Henry
A. Wise to write a memoir of his old +riend and political
calleague, John Tyler. Tyler had served as a college Visitor
for more than forty wyears and in 1859 had become the

institution’s secaond chancellor. William and Mary afficials

hoped Wise'’s work, entitled Seven Decades of the Union,
would increase public awareness of the college’s past and its
uncertain future. In 1873 Ewell provided his close +friend
and West Point classmate Francis H. Smith, Superintendent of
the Virginia Military Institute, with the historical
infarmation necessary for an article an the college Smith
planned to publish in the Southern Churchman, organ of
the Virginia Episcepal Church. Smith was unhwavering in his
championship of Virginia’s oldest cellege anhd  on numerous
occasions gave Ewell much-needed moral support.Se

A vear later, vwith an eye to the apptroaching

centennial ot the nation’s independence, Ewell published the

college’'s most complete catalng to date. The History of
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the College of William and Mary from its Foundation, 14660, to

1874 included--in addition to a description of academic

courses—-a history 0f the college, lists of former students
and of contributors to the endowment, profiles of its most
distinguished graduates, and a defense of Williamsburg’'s
climate, All subsequent accounts of the history of William
and Mary have relied heavily for historical fact on this
cataleg, wusually designated the "Randolph and English
Catalogue" in reference to its Richmond publishers. Ewell
forwarded a copy of the History to Virginia novelist

and biographer John Esten Cooke for wuwuse in preparing  an
article about the college. Cooke’s elaborately illustrated
piece appeared in the Navember 1875 issue of Scribner’'s
Monthly, a magazinhe which had consistently supported
recanciliation and harmony between North and South.="

A number of the college’s gradudates also
attempted to aid Ewell in his everlasting gquest for financial
contributions and his desperate attempts to convince the
public that William and Mary still lived. In 1875, former
Confederate general William Booth Taliaferro of Gloucester
County, Virginia, a8 college Visitor aﬁd delegate to the
General Assembly, called for Penhganizatiaé of the college's
long~defunct alumni society and offered to serve as the
organization’s president, The society held its firgt
official meeting on 1 July 1875, during college commencement

exercises. Its fifty members were reminded of their duty to
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"actively press forward . . . [the college’sl interests in
every way." Other alumnhi served as agents te spliecit funds.
The Reverend Robert J. Graves aof Pennsylvania, an 1854
graduate, wmas especially active. On a lecture tour o+ New
York, Baltimore, FPittsburgh, Cincinnati, and Chicagao, he
pleaded the cause. He also lobbied +for the bill before
Congress. Mone of these efforts yielded fruit in the form of
dollars. Most alumni were Southerners and few had the
resources to help. Graves informed Ewell that most potential
donors believed the college closed and would not contribute
to "a sinking ship."S®
The only substantial support Ewell was able to
acquire in these bleak years af the 1870s proved short-lived
and provided only a few students and no enhancement of the
dwindling endowment. From 1874 ta 18746 the Southern Orphans
Educational Assbciation and the Southern Association +or the
Benefit of Widows and Orphans provided funds +for the
education of approximatley eighteen young men whose fathers
had died in service to the Confederacy. By late 1877 +{unds
of both organizations, provided principally by lotteries, had
dried up.,=>
Since the early 18705 Ewell?’=s hopes for the financial
future of William and Mary had been raised over and over
again, only to be thwarted. Neither the public forum nor
private sources would provide support for a school many

believed to be wmoribund. "The College," Ewell observed,
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"was, 15, but always to be endowed."=°

While Ewell attempted, uhsuccessfully, to tap any
source which might increase the college’s endowment, that
fund suffered further damage. He had trusted that income
from student fees, public or private contributions, and
interest on the endowment wouwld suffice to pay the building
debt, wmeet operating expenses, provide {funds +for necessary
repairs, and increase the school’s assets. Above all, the
endowment fund should not be tcompromised. As students and
contributions proved elusive and the public and private bohnds
which made up the endowment yYielded little o©or no interest,
Ewell was unable to prevent either erosion of the remaining
assets or increased debts. By 1876 the endowment totalled
approximately %&67,000, down from 85,000 in 1870, and debts
had incteased +Ffrom $10,000 to %$20,000. Anhual income
amaounted to only %4,500 compared to %$5,300 in 1870. Ewell
refused to consider suggestions that William and Mary suspend
exercigses to prevent <further compromise of its capital
assets. But i+ the college was to remain open, he had to
find a solution to its financial difficulties.=?*

Nearly half the college’s endowment consisted of
fifteen private bonds. These loans were secured by 1land,
which was declining in value, and only five had vyielded any
income since the war. Some of these debts had acerued

interest since 184l. If these unproductive bonds could be
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called in, perhaps reinvestment would produce enough i ncame
to keep William and bMary alive. From 18463 to 1870 stay laws
had prohibited suits against private debtors, but the +first
legislature under the Underwood Constitution had declared
such laws uvuncenstitutional. With the Visitors?’ appraval,
Ewell ordered the college bursar to collect the largest of
the debts awed the college. It might seem &a needless
digression in the story of Ewell’s struggle to save William
and Mary to offer here detailed accounts of the efforts to
call in several of these bonds. However, the history of
these debts demonstrates, perhaps mare paintedly than
anything else coutld, the Ffrustrations and discouragement
Ewell felt, emotiaons shared by debtors and lenders all over
the South.<=

A case in point was the debt of William Shands of
Prince Gearge County, Virginia. Shortly before the war,
Shands had borrowed $2,947 from the colleges by 18772,
principal and interest totalled nearly %4800, and Shands had
conveyed, as paymenht to William and bdary, a lien an land he
owhed in FPrince George County. In Gctober 1871 the college
received a five-year note foar $212 at 8 percent interest,
secuired by property in Petersburg, for sale of a portion of
the land. Declining land values prevented sale of the
remainder of Shands's real estate,. In igr2 the college
brought suit against ane John Wingfield, surety forr Shands’s

bond. The court decided for William and dMary but declared
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that Wingfield had "no effects.” In 1876 William and Mary
obtained a decree for sale of a tract of land Wingfield owned
in Sussex County, but the buver proved insolvent. Five years
later, to prevent sale of Shands’s property at publiec auvuction
for non-pavyment of taxes, the college purchased the 101 acre
tract for $46 an acre. Ewell hoped to hold the property for
private sale at a maore favorable price. In 1883 college
officials declared the debt settled when the land was sold to
che William Long for 2,500, even though the amount
outstanding on the original debt totalled nhearly %5,200.
Long gave his bonds for deferred payment, and these bonds

were signed over to creditors who held collede bonds and to

professaors for arrears of salary. A vear later Long
defaulted on his debt and the land was resoldj the new
purchaser also gave notes for deferred payment. The college

realized not a penny of liguid capital from the Shands 1loan
and was forced to pay a considerable sum in lawyer’s fees for
sales and collections.=®=

The "Mayo debt" presented a somewhat difterent
problem but produced no more income than had the Shands
bonds. On 30 March 1876 the tollege accepted a $10,000 bond,
at 6 percent interest and payable in full by dMarch 1881, from
William C. Mayo of Riehmond. In exchange the college signed
over tao Mayo its stock in the Richmond and Danville Railroad
and municipal bonds of the cities o+ Petersburg, Lynchburg,

and Morfolk--al1l of which were unpraductive. College bursar
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John Sargent Wise agreed to serve as security, and Mayeo also

secured the debt by a deed of trust conveying his interest in

the estate of his father, Edviard C. Mayo, deceased. Before
William and Mary rcould collect any of the interest or
principal, Edward Mavo’'s estate, which included Richmaond’s
Mayo Bridge, was tied wup in a chanhcery proceeding.

Meanwhile, Wise, in a fit of guilt over his endorsement of
what appeared to be a bad investment, applied all of his %250
a year salary plus his commissions to payment of interest on
the debt. To complicate matters further, the college
assignhed the Mayo bohd to Williamsbutrg merchant W. W. Vest as
security for a large debt the college had owed him since
1849.%%

When Ewell retired in 1888 the Mayo debt totalled
13,431 (crediting Wise’s contributiaons), the estate remained
unsettlied, and many large claims took precedence over the

college’s debt. Most of the other claimants were represented

by counsel, a8 luxury William and Mary could not afford. In
twelve years the college had collected nothing. Like bursar
John Wise, Ewell felt personally responsible for the
college’s losses. Having been given authority by the

Visitors to make investments ad libitum, and believinhg

the Mayo transaction a safe one, he had authorized the
business without consulting the Visitors, Ewell considered
"the Mayo affair" the greatest mistake of his administration,

and in his last vears often brooded that he had "thus shared
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in adding to the financial difficulties of the
College.""®

Perhaps the most interesting and certainly the most
lang-standing debt owed the college was that aof Thamas
Jefferson Randolph, grandson of Thomas Jefferson. In 1823
Jeffersan had borrcwed from William and Mary %24,705 to cover
the principal and interest of a $20,000 debt he had endorsed
for Wilson Cary Micholas. NMicholas lost most of his assets
in the Panic of 1819, and when Nicholas detaulted in pay
1819, Jefferson, as first endorser, assumed liability. Upon
Jefterson’s death in 1826, Jefferson Randolph inherited his
grandfather’s debt to the college as well as Jefferson’'s
birthplace, Shadwell, an 83& acre estate on the banks of the
Rivanna River in Albhemarle Caounty, Virginia. Before his
death in 1875, Randolph had given William and blary a deed of
trust on Shadwell as security for the remaining debt which,
in 1878, totalled #$17,000 and constituted the largest bond
held by the college. In 1874 the college assigned the debt
to W. W. Vest who held college bonds for approximately
$10,000 of the remaining building debt. When Vest threatened
a suit against the college, the faculty began, reluctantly,
to press Thomas Jeffersan Randolph, JIr. for sale of
Shadwell, 9o

On &6 May 1878 Shadwell was offtered for sale. When no
buyers appeared, the college bought Shadwell for $15 an acre,

a total of #12,540, hoping resale of Jefferson’s birthplace
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might bring a sum sufficient to cover all the sSchool’s debts.
In post-war Virginia sentiment was not money. Several months
later William and Mary, unable to secure better terms, sald
Shadwell +or %$11,500, a loss of wmore than $5000 aon the
Randolph debt. Ta make matters waorse, the college had tao pay
%£561.78& in back taxes on Shadwell, %465 in sale expenses, and
was forced to accept bonds from several of the purchasers.
As in the case of the Mayo debt, Ewell blamed himself$ +or the
loss believing he should have insisted that instead of
Shadwell, Jetferson Randolph a+fer Edgehill, the Randolph
home near Charlottesville, as security. His only consolation
was Randolph’'s assurance that "the money contributed much to
the ease & comfort af Dhr. Jefferson in his declining
years, "a¥

The total of the Shands, Mayo, and Randolph debts
made up approximately hald of the college’s remaining assets.
Collection of the Shands debt produced no spendable capitalj
the Mayo debt was a total loss; and inhcome from the sale of
Shadwell was assigned to cover one pf the college’s largest
debts. Some smaller debts +o William and Mary were

collected, but mpst of these, too, had already been signed

over ta college creditors. When public and private Saurces
of monetary support proved unproductive, and tur-ther
compromise of the endowment seemed the ohly means ot

providing for operating expenses, Ewell turned to tactics he

hoped would produce mcre students, With an eye ta the
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success of the Virginia HMilitary Institute he attempted,
unsuccessfully, to establish a military chair, a notion he
had vigorously apposed in more prosperous times. With the
support of several of the Visitors, he sought a claoser
connection with the Episcopal Church, believing Virginia
Episcopalians might then be encouraged to send their sons to
a college established by the Church of England. Opposition
of some influential Visitors plus the Church’s wish to avoid
such Yentanglements" defeated this effort. Ewell even
attempted to echange the college's time-honored opening date
from the second Wednesday in October to October first, in the
beliet that since William and Mary was the 1last college in
the state to begin exercises, it was losing students to ather
institutions. The college’s old nemesis, Williamsburg®s
unhealthy climate--which the publiec blamed for a mumps
epidemic~-defeated this experiment. Finally Ewell resaorted
to further borrowing to meet expenses and interest payments
oh the debt.==

Ewell’s almost +$rantic clinging to the endowment’
clearly illustrates that where the college was cohcerned, he
was ruled more by sentiment than reasoh, more by emotion than
figures. He was no more inclined to spend the school’s
remaining nre-war assets, which had become to him a symbol of
its life and continuity, than he was to relinguish its
traditional site in Williamsburg or its classical curriculum.

Several college vofficlials were critical of Ewell’'s judgment
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in this matter, pointing out that the remaining stock earned
at an annual rate of only & percent while loans carvried much
higher rates——snme as high as 12 percent. Visitor James
Lyans of Richmond observed that "saving the endowment will
not save the college--so why not spend it in hope of
resuscitation?” Bursar John S. Wise advised Ewell that
William and Mary was "no richer by haolding the assets and no
poprer by paying her debts with them.” In the absence of
outside support, it is doubt+ful that, in the long run, paying
aff the high-interest debts would have made a sighificant
difference in the college’s financial health. This course
might, however, have slowed depletion of the institution’s
remaining assets. But Ewell wauld nhot hear of it, if it
threatened the endovwment.=”

Throughout his desperate search in the 1870s for
financial support and stability, Ewell hever publiciy
admitted his +rustration and discouragement. HBelieving a
display of confidence and conviction that the college still
lived was essential to gaining the aid the college needed,
his news releaseg and ather public statements brimmed with
optimism. Privately, he doubted William and DPMary could
recaver from the blows dealt it by war, building debts, and a
lack of support, and admitted to both discouragement and
bitterness. In the summer of 1877, in a report to the
Visitors, he conceded that William and HMary had few choices.

It could close for a lengthy period and let the endowment
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build ta an acceptable level; he thought it better to
struggle than pursue this course which would surely be a
"death blaw." The faculty could be reduced to only two

4pro+essnrs and "carry into et+fect the idea of the old Ox+ford
professar who thought his University a very pleasant place so
long as there were no undergraduates.” The tollege could
continue to spend its remaining assets until all were
depleted, a course which meant sure death. He recommended
William and bdary adopt a course of "retrenchment" and
struggle along as best it could. This pessimistic view of
the college’s future doubtless was precipitated by the latest
refusal of the Virginia General Assembly to provide any
relief.®°

In late IMarch 1877 the college’s memorial to the
General Assembly died in the Committee on Schools and
Colleges of the House of Delegates. In the same session the
Virginia Agricultural and Mechanical College at Blacksburg
received w%16,250. In the previous session the General
Assembly--in an attempt to increase enrollment--had raised
the state’s annual contribution to the University of Virginia
from 15,000 to %$30,000 and waived tuition for Virginia
residents, Ewell was extremely bitter that the University
and the new land-grant school, as well as the Hawmpton
Institute for bMegroes, should receive suppatrt while the
state’s most venerable college and alma mater to so mahy

distinguished Virginians and present legislataors was
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subjected to "heartless neglect." Massachusetts, he
observed, had shown more interest than had Virginia. The
indifference of Virginia’s legislature to the caollege’s
plight was the combined result of &a new generation of
leaders, a need for financial stringency, and the political
impotence of southeastern Virginia. For Virginia’s post-war
political leadership, war was a greater reality than the
traditions and institutions of ante-bellum Virginia. E+forts
to fund Virginia’s large pre-wvwar debt, huge deficits in
public funds, and public pressure, forced the CConservatives
who cantrolled Virginia’s government from 18489 until 1879 to
cut spending and hold the line on tax increases. During this
same period, Megro suffrage resul ted in the heavily black
counties of southern and eastern Virginia being represented
in Richmond by Republicans. Conservatives generally ignored
thems no resident of southeastern Virginia received a
noaminatian far high state office during the Conservative
regime. Ewell understocd the political realities, but
understanding did not alleviate his bitterness. The public,
at least, ovwed Tidewater Virginia's only college and the
state’'s oldest collegiate institution more respect:

This callege, the anly surviving relic of those days when
our state towered in unrivalled supremacy over the Unian,
iz subjected to cruel injury by that omnipotent popular
opinion which deems these things only as valuable which
are the productions of moderh times and recehnt
inventions.

I+ Virginia did not value the College of William and Mary as

a symbol of its past, then the state must be prepared to lose
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it.=2

If the ¢tollege’s +financial affairs offered Ewell
little reasan for optimism, neither did life on the usually
tranquil campus in Williamsburg. As the endowment and
student numbers Shrank, problems seemed to multiply. At  a
time when Ewell Was most anxious to reassure the public of
the healthfulness of Williamsburg’s climate, the death of &
student {from dysentery and of Professor Frank Preston +rom
pulmonary disease were Severe blous. As marale fell, faculty
solidarity, usually sp predictable, dissolved. Some Visitors
lost interest in a school that sSeemed moribund, and it became
increasingly difficult to gather a quorum to deal with the
college’s problems. Even the school’s classical curriculum
came under attack as schoels in the North and West adopted
courses of study mare responsive to the perceived needs of an
industrial society.o=

Faculty salaries, which constituted a large part of
the coullege’s operating expenses, were the first target in an
effort to retrench and save the endowument. Before the war
professars had received %1000 a vyeari they cantinuved
officially to receive this amount--not considered by most to
be 2 living wage in the post-war economy—--until 1877 when the
Board voted to pay each faculty member $500 and of fer
three-year bands for the remainihg %500. Two years later,

professors were guaranteed only %400 per session. In a
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further attempt at economy, the college failed to rehire some

instructors; others, who could find better positions,
resigned. Those who remained resented their diminished
salaries and the increased work-load they had to bear. Under

these ctircumstances, dedication gave way to bitterness,
Thomas P. MeCandlish, professor of Firench, brought suit
against William and Mary Ffor arrears of salary. Other
faculty members officially protested a ruling by a majority
of the faculty that all professors must spend at least three
hours datly in the lecture roem, even if it meant teaching in
the preparatory department. Ewell dealt with the dissensian
as best he could, but resources simply were not available ta
provide adequate wages and a full faculty.®>s

Ewell’s usually harmonigus relations with the
college’'s Visitors were also put to the test in the late
18705 when he appointed Richmond atterney Jaohn S. Wise, s0n
0f his Dld friend Henry A. Wise and brother of Professor
Richard A, Wise, to the office aof bursar. Wise replaced
Tazewell Taylor of Mortolk who died in December 1875 after
serving as bursar for nearly thirty years. Several Visitars
openly opposed Wise's appointment on grounds that his
position as a trustee of the Virginia Military Institute
prevented his attending the Visitors’® meetings. Both boards
met at the same time. Their unstated, but more important,
objection doubtless had to do with Wise's political

activities, o2
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At an Auvgust 1877 caonvention of the Virginia
Conservative Party a struggle developed between "Funder" amd
"Readjuster" factions over disposition of Virginia’s large
state debt. In 1879 this cleavage would split the party into
separate arganizations. At the 1877 meeting, the impetuous
and agressive Wise served as floor manager +for William H.
Mahone, leader of the Readjuster group, in Mahone's attempt
to secure the party’s nomination +for governor. Mahone’'s
principal opposition came from William and Mary Visitor
William Booth Taliafervrao, and Taliaferro blamed Wise for his
failure to be nominated. At this same convention another
William and Mary Visitor, William Lamb of Norfolk, gave a
very pro-Funder welcoming address. With the notable
exception of Richmohder James Lyons, most William and Mary
Visitors sympathized with the Funders. As &a result, when
Wise used the college’s state th&é as security for a loan to
the college from the Fire & Marine Insurance Company, the
Board aordered him to redeem them immediately. They also
ordered that in the future any choice of bursar or investment
of funds be cleared with the VVisitors, thereby--for the first
time in the history of the college--removihg that authority
from the president. Ewell was able to retain John Wise as
bursar only because, as a result of his involvement with the
Mavo debt, Wise was returning his entire salary tao Ut
college.®®

In addition to his other problems, Ewell found it
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hecessary to defend the classical curriculum William and Mary
had alwavys offered and which he believed to be as sacred aB
the schoaol’s location and endowment. The founding of many
land-grant colleges and large Midwestern universities in the
1870s marked a transition period in higher education. These
schools offered a "practical education,” with an emphasis on
the sciences that their founders believed to be in tune with
an expanding industrial society. With Harvard in the 1lead,
most older Northern colleges balanced offerings in the
humanities and science. The opening of Johns Hopkins
University in 1876 institutionalized in American education
the influence ot German scholarship with its stress on
research and graduate study. Many Virginians suggested that
William and Maryvy, with its obligatory courses in Latin,
Greek, belles lettres, and rhetaric--and its dedicatian to
educating gentlemen in the paths of honor and duty--was an
anachronism. The rebuilding of the South required something
more practical than Latin and Greelt. Ewell argued
passionately that "as a rational education [mathematicsl is
among the most useless" while the classics offered the "sure
foundations of a sound education.” Few graduates of
scientific schools were, he asserted, "“"capable of digcussing
in a broad and masterly manhnher the great gquestions of state
and church.9e

One is tempted to suggest that Ewell's refusal to

caonsider abandonment of the classical curriculum--one of the
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few possible solutions to the college’™s problems he did not
consider-~was a8 major cause of the sSchool’'s misfortunes in
the 1870s. But such was probably not the case. Regardless
of his attitude, William and Mary did not have the funds +or
innaovative changes. Furthermore, he wéurd have encountered
overwhelming resistance +from many Visitors, alumni, and
friends of the college. In the discouraging present, things
of the past took on an added lustre for many
Virginians.®®”

During these frustrating Yyears, Ewell’s onhe
caonsoglation was his continuing success and satisfaction in
dealing with the few young wmen who graced the campus at
Williamsburg. The students of the 1870s were apparently a
more obstreperous group than those of the pre-war period.
Some were Confederate veterans. Drinking and card-playing at
the numerous barrpoms that lined Duke of Gloucester Street
were common. Boyish pranks, standard in all nineteenth
century colleges, continued. In dealing with these
infractions of college rules, Ewell’s abrupt and gruff
exterior demeanor hid a compassionate and understanding
nature and a fatherly attitude. When students began,
consistently, to brealk into the belfry after midnight to ring
the college bell at length, Ewell simply unlocked the door
and.invited the offenders to ring the bell as often as they
liked. It did not ring again except to annhounce classes.

Four students who stole the bell clapper were suspended for
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ten days, but Ewell invited them to spend the time at his
farm where he arranged a prolonged house party. Students
were expected, each Sunday, to attend the church to which
their parents belonged, and most attended Bruton Parish
Episcopal Church. When a student complained that there was
no Presbyterian church--only the foundations of ohe nevenr
completed-—-Ewell advised him to sit on the foundation until
the services at Bruton were over.%®

Ewell’s association with the students was very close.
He repeatedly interceded on behalf of errant pupils and
opposed severe punishments. Students of the 1870s, like
those before them, called him "Old Buck," and, although they
were convinced he did not know of it, he cherished the

nickname. Even his grandchildren adopted it.

Ewell continued to 1live on the campus, in the
President’s House, while his daughter Lizzie and son-in-law
Beverley Scott managed his farm. Except for an occasioanal
visitor or a boarding student or protessor, his only
companionh was a teenaged Negra servant, Robert Rush. Lizzy
continued to serve as hostess for her father when the
otcasion demanded.®”

Ewell’s farm was his haven. There among the pigs,
cows, chickens, ducks, and bhis beloved peach and apple
orchards, he found respite +rom the problems on tcampus.

Almost daily he made the four-mile trip +rom
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Williamsburg--stopping alohg the way to visit with any
neighbor who had time to talk--to inspect his property and
visit his three 9randchildren, Ewell, Ben, and Elizabeth.
Although he considered Lizzy and Beverley’s children
undisciplined and toao independent, Benjamin was exceedingly
fond of them. He also kept a close eye on Beverley,
concerned that he persisted in treating the Negroes he hired
as though they were still slaves, tcausing many to leave his
emplayment, Declining +farm prices were problem enough
without the addition of labor difficulties.ee
Lizzy attempted to establish the best relationship
she could between her children and their grandmother, Julia,
who still lived in Yotrk, Pennsylvahia. Julia never visited
Williamsburg, but Lizzy and the children regularly travelled
to York. Lizzy found her mother excitable and irritable, and
eventually concluded the visits did more harm than good.
Although no record of a divorce exists, Benjamin apparently
had had ho other contact with his wife since she had left
Williamsburg in 18%1. No mention of her appears in his
correspondence after that date.=et
lLizzy also worried about her father’s health. On
several occasions during the 18708 Benjamin was seriously
i11, and Lizzy was concerned that "his own comforts and
necessitieg are the last thing he thinks of and won't let us
da anything for him." Ben was more inclined to worry about

his debts than his health. Ewell’'s debts, and his
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contributions to the college during this period, have formed
the basis for one of the most enduring college legends, one
that emphasises his sacrifices without compensation. In the
legend there is some truth and much misinformation. For this

reason, Ewell's financial aftfairs deserve close

examination, o=

Shortly after Benjamin Ewell’s death in 18%4, his
close friend and colleague Professotr Richard A. Wise wrote to
Harriet Stoddert Turner, Ewell’s cousin and self-appointed
family historian, that "[(Ewelll Spent many thousand of
dollars of his own money to maintain the credit of the
college. Only a mere pittance af this was ever repaid."
When E.J. Harvie, Ewell’s close friend and classmate at West
Point, wrote Ewell’s obituary faor the annual gathering of
Military Academy graduates in 1895, he copied Wise’s phrase
verbatim. Because Harvie’s is the best short account of
Ewell’s life and career, students of the Ewell era at William
and Mary have relied heavily an it, and all have Ffaithfully
repeated the testimony to Ewell’s generosity. Thus was born
the legend that Ewell had spent a fortune on the college,
little. if any, of which was returned, and that he had
thereby fallen deeply in debt.==

In the first place, Ewell had no "fortune?” to lose.
Census enumerators, in August 1870, valued his real estate

holdings and personal estate at $5000 each. In 1872, he
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inherited appraximately %5000 from Richard Ewell’s estate,
part of which he used to meet debts incurred in
re-establishing his farm after the war. From time to time
during the 1870s lack of liquid capital forced Ewell to
borrow from family members to pay the ever-rising taxes and
operating expenses on the farm. He even attempted obonce
again--and unsuccessfully--to convince his sister Elizabeth
that Stony Lonesome, the family +arm in Prince William
County, should be sold i+ anyone would bid at least seven
dollars an acre. Ewell’s "fortune" was, at best, a
livelihood. o=

That Ewell, during the 1870s and early 18805, loaned
the college a considerable sum is undeniablej; that none of it
was ever repaid is a fallacy. In 1869 Ewell gave William and
Mary $2000 to aid in its reopening. Fifteen hundred dollars
of this debt was cancelled by a debt pf that amount Ewell
owed the college. He accepted a bond for the remainder.
When, in 1872, 28,000 of the building debt came due, the
callege cguld pay only $23,000. The Visitors would authorize
no more borrowing at the current rate of 12 percent, so Ewell
paid the %5,000 difference, spendinhg what remained of his
inheritance $rom Richard Ewell’s estate plus #1,200 bortowed
fram Robert R. Cole of Williamsburg, In 1876 he borraowed
%1,385 from John H. Lee to meet the Cole debt, plus interest,
and assigned an equal amount of what the college owed him, to

Lee., Ewell thereby sacrificed a portion of the college’'s



299
debt to himself. Taking this complicated transaction into
account, by July 18727 the college owed him only %5003 nearly
hal¥ the repayment, however, had been in the form of private
bonds held by the college which were signed over to Ewell.
He was forced to reassign most of these bonds to pay his oawn
debts. Whether he was ever able to collect on the bonds he
retained is impossible to determine. From time to time
during the 1870s, Ewell, like the other professors, was also
forced to accept bonds from the college in lieu of salary.
Some of these he eventually redeemed. In 1893, a vear betore
his death, Ewell submitted to the Board of Visitors a claim
of %1200 for expenditures and arrears of salary. The
Visitars questioned the validity of his claim but approved it
"in consideration of his great services, and his loyal
devotion."*®®

Undeniably, Ewell was generous to William and Mary in
a time of great need, and he sacrificed much on behal+ of the
institution whose survival had become almost an obsession for
him. He neglected his own debts and compromised his persanal
finances that the college might continue to live. William
and Mary, however, did not totally ignore its <financial
obligation to him, as has so commonly been assumed. Clearly,
many expenditures went unrecorded, but the rollege repaid
most of the debts of record. Nor were Ewell's +financial
problems solely a result of hig contributions to the college,

Depressed economic conditions, especially in Tidewater
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Virginia, also played a role, as did Ewell’s lack of
expertise in financial matters. Harriet Turner was in
agreement wih other members of the family when she oabserved

that "I{Benjaminl was not shrewd in money matters, "o

As the decade ended and the college’s financial
situation worsened, it seemed certain William and Mary would
be unable to remain ﬁpen. Despite Ewell’s pleas, most of the
Visitors suggested that closing was the only way to preserve
what remained of the school’s capital assets. Ironically, a
reprieve came as a result of the most serious proposal to
date that William and Mary be remaoved from Williamsburg.

On 11 March 18§79, the Visitors held a special meeting
at Richmond to consider a praposal by the University af the
South at Sewanee, Tennessee, that Witliam and Mary be removed
to Sewanee to become "The College of William and Mary of
Virginia at the University of the South." Presenting the
propasal was Professor George Thornton Wilmer, formerly a
member of the taculty at William and Mary and currently
professor af systematic theology at Sewanee. Wilmer
explained that the University of the South, founded in 1857
as a joint venture of the Episcopal dioceses of what were to
be Conftederate states, except Virginia, could op+fer to the
ancient college in Williamsburg not anly salvation but a
resumption of its Episcopal ties as Virginia’s representative

in the "confederation.® Lacking a quorum, the Visitors
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promised to recanvene in April to consider the
matter.e”

Meanwhile Ewell prepared to defend the college from
this 1latest threat. When the Visitors met again in
mid-April--still lacking a quorum--he seized the opportunity
to make the most impassioned argument of his career +for the
college’s continued existence in Williamsburg. On this
occasion his plea seemed to be as much oh his own behalf as
that of the callege. The agony of a mah facing bankruptcy,
his reputation ruined, ig clearly evident. His own existence
and that of the college had almost become one. Once again he
repeated the history of the college and asserted his faith in
the rejuvenation of Tidewater Virginia--especially after the
extension of the Chesapeake and Ohio Railroad from Richmond
to the Lower Peninsula, scheduled for completion within five
vyears. The Visitors were reminded that the college’s
condition had been worse in the past, notably when the
Revolution had claimed its entire endowment and in 1848 when
internal dissension had forced its closing. On neither af
these occasions had remnoval proved necessary to its recovery.
In any case, removal would invalidate the charter. I+ William
and blary were to die, it should end its existence where it
began.e=

The faculty ordered 300 copies of Ewell’s address for
public distribution. dMeanwhile auvthorities at the Unilversity

of the South, refusing to surrender, published a pamphlet
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arguing their case, ctensuring Virginians for their neglect of
William and Mary, and asking why a "virtually defunct”
institution should continue to "humble herself before the
United States Congress, hMassachusetts, and the FPuritans." In
answelr to suggestions that William and Mary should be united
instead with the University of Virginia, authors ot the tract
labelled the University "Jeffersan’s infidel institutiaon" and
accused it of being unworthy of a college founded by the
Church of England. The publication was widely distributed in
Virginia and received considerable attention in the
press--perhaps because of its lack aof moderation.®*

Finally, on I July 1879, the Visitors voted
unanimously to reject the proposal offered by the University
aof the South. The pamphlet, which seemed to many Virginians
to guestion the honor of the state and its educational
institutions, encouraged support for William and dary Ffrom
many twho would not otherwise have cared. Recognition that
Virginia might lose its oldest college focused attention on
the college’s problemns and brought allies to its
preservation. At the very least, as one supporter put it,
the college should "be allowed to rest in peace . . . on the
battleground where she has fought so long.® The University
af the South defeated its own cause and inadvertantly granted

Ewell the reprieve from closing or removal he so desperately

desired.*°
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Having once again averted a threat to the caollege’s
existence, Ewell turned his attention to the eentennial
celebration of the American victory over British troops at
Yorktown on 19 October 1781. He hoped that William and Mary,
with its proximity ta Yorktown and its location in Virginia’s
colonial capital, might capitatltize on the hational
observance. In 1879, at a state-sponsored commemoration at
Yorktown, the college had laid the foundations of an appeal
for aid. On that occasiaon former Confederate general William
Booth Taliaferro, a Visitor of the college, dedicated a
lengthy address to description of the college’s misfortunes
and suggested that on 19 October 1881 "the American people
make a centennial gift to restore the ancient college and in
commemoration of the great event we ([(willl celebrate.”
Virginia congressman James Goode supported Taliaferrao’s
appeal and reminded the American public that because of its
cantributions ta independence, William and Mary should stand
as a ‘“perpetual monhument of the glorious past of our
country." For two years a committee of callege officials,
including Ewell, and also including Robert C. Winthrop,
president of the Massachusetts Historical Society, worked to
secure a centennial gift to William and Mary at the 1881
observance.**
On 18 October 1881 a large crowd, including President
Chester A. Arthur, his ecabinet, representatives from the

thirteen original colonies, and +rom England, France, and
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Germany, gathered at Yorktown to lay the corherstone of a
monument to the American victory a hundred years earlier,
Many visitors travelled to Yorktown for the four-day
celebration on the inaugural run p¥f the Chespeake and 0Ohio
Railroad from Richmond to the Peninéula. In unseasonably hot
and dry weather the participants watched military parades and
a naval review; they listened to President Arthur’s keynote
address and an epic poem written especially for the occasion
by Virginia poet and William and Mary graduate, James Barran
Hope. But the centennial gitt to William and Mary was

denied.”=

Ewell had only one more card to plavy. As rumors
concerning the closing af the college threatened to become
fact, he proposed that William and Mary be made a state
normal school for instruction of white male and female
teachers--a solution he would under any other circumstances
have abhorred. At a meeting with the Visitors in March 1882,
Ewell admitted that attempts to restore William and Mary had
seemed only to increase its difficultiesy state control
affered the only means of salvation. He reguested that the
Board petitiaon the legislature to accept the college’s
property and endowment in return for state appropriations and
the school’s service to the state as a normal school. To
assure retention of the charter, "the only charter given by

the English crown to an aAmerican instituation o+f learning, "
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William and Mary should be governed by a combination board
composed of its present members plus appointees of the
governor. In conclusion Ewell made the most personal
statement of his relationship to the college he would ever
make:
Since 18465 the restoration of the College has been the
object of my thoughts by day and of my dreams by night.
I have made sacrifices and sustained losses. . . .I do
hot mention this to baast of it, or to claim any credit
for it, save pof an honest endeavor to do my duty. At
various times since 1865 the college has, seemingly, been
on the eve o+ receiving the aid it so much needs. But in
each case some abstacle would appear against which the
cup filled with pleasing hopes . . . would be dashed to
pieces, bringing to my mind the well-khown line: "Man
never is, but always to be, blest." It is my earnest
conviction that there is at this time a golden
opportunity to doing what you have at heart as much azs 1
have in mine.*S
In addition to his dedication to the continued life
aof the old college, Ewell’s decision to ask for a measure of
state control was influenced by three factors: a change in
policy by the Peabody trusteesj palitical changes in
Virginiaj and a need for training ot white teachers. In 1881
trustees of the Peabaody Fund determined to divert the bulk of
the income from direct support of public schools in the South
to the training of teachers in public-supported colleges and
universities. Dr. J. L. i, Curry, general agent of the
Peabady Fund, promised Ewell %8,000 should William and Mary
become state-affiliated.®"=
Virginia's governmental establishment had also

undergone considerable change since 1879. During the decade

following Virginia's readmission to the Union in 1849, the
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Canservative Party had daminated Virginia politics and their
palicies had generally supported payment of the state debt
and the expenses of government to the detriment of the new
public school system. By 1879 the debt issue had become
sufficiently volatile to split the party into "Funder' and
"Readjuster" factions. The former group continued to support
full funding aof the debt while the latter insisted, among
other thinhgs, that the debt be scaled down £n allow greater
expenditures for education. Iin 1879, Readjusters gained
control of the state legislature, and two years later
Virginia voters elected &a Readjuster governar. With the
state political machinery +irmly in the hands of officials
inclined to be 9enerous with funds for education, Ewell
thought he saw an opportunity to rescue the college from its
financial woes.”®
Renewed dedication to public education also focused
attention on Virginia’s lack af a naormal school for white
teachers. Hampton Institute had been training Negro teachers
since 1848, and in February 1882 the Readjuster legislature
established the Virginia Mormal and Collegiate Institute +or
Colored Persons (Virginia State University) at FPetersburg
with annual funding of %20,000. bMany persons, including the
Readjuster Superintendent of Public Instruction, Richard
Ratcliffe Farr, believed colleges dedicated solely to
training teachers were much to be preferred to normatl

departments in the state’'s traditional institutions.
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Perhaps, Ewell suggested, William and Mary cauld be
transformed into & normal school for white teachers.?e
The Readjuster-controlled legislature and Governar
William Camerszon proved sympathetic to Ewell's plan and
Camerson even assured Ewell the legislature would appropriate
%$12,000 anhually. The Visitors, however, refused to support
such a move. A majority of the Visitors belonged to the
Funder +faction and harbored deep suspicions of the
Readjusters whom they considered irresponsible. Others, no
doubt, objected to Ewell’s plan for co-education at a time
when only Virginia’s Negro colleges educated both male and
female students. Some opposed the entire public SsSchool
system. It was a MNorthern invention forced uwpon Virginia by
Northern politiciansi it was aimed at the levelling ot social
ranks and might lead to unrest; it was too costly. Some
Visitors were unwilling to compromise the college’s
traditional mission to educate 9gentlemen in the classical
studies. Everything considered, the Visitors thought it
better that one of the few remaining symbols of old Virginia

die than become a normal school.”

By June 1882, Ewell was forced to admit defeat. He
had explored all likely sources of aidi all had proved empty.
William and Mary could claim only three collegiate students
anhd two faculty members, including himsel+. The endowment of

%$33,000 was compromised by 30,000 in debts, and the building
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required extensive repairs. Ewell reported peeling paint,
humerous broken windows, and serious problems with the
ever-traublesome slate on the roof vhich blew aff in  heavy
winds, making it dangerous to walk in the college vard, Even
the 1laong-awalted Chesapeake and Ohio Railroad praoved a
disappointment. Ewell had hoped the college might sell the
preparatory schoal building on Palace Green t0 the railroad
for use as a depot, but the tracks by-passed the property.
Three months after rejecting Ewell’s proposal that the
college become a8 normal school, the Visitors decided that
exercises should be suspended so that the reéemaining assets
might be saved +or resumption at a mare favorable time, No
official vote to glase William and Mary was ever taken--to
have donhe s0 would have invalidated the chartet. The
instituion simply went into hibernation.==

Ewell’'s disappointment was keen. That so few details
of his personal life in the 1870s survive is testimony to the
extent to which his life merged with that of the college.
Nevertheless, he accepted without question the Visitor's
action as the ohly reasonable course. As the enrollment
dwindled and aid failed to come, a8 students and +a:§lty
drifted away, a lethargy seemed to settle aver the
institution he had detended S0 long. He would never
acquiesce in the death of its spirit, but the body ecould no
lohger survive. There was one cohsolation--a significant

ohe. Since 1865 Ewell had struggled with three major
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praoblems: financial distress§ recurring suggestions that
Wiltliam and Mary be closed; and an almost constant clamor for
the college’s removal to a more favorable site. On the firast
two counts he had met defeat, but at least Virginia's
colonial college remained in the state’s colonial
capital~-the only place he had ever believed it could
legitimately exist.”™

The financial problems of the 1870s and early 1880s,
and Ewell’s search faor a solution, need ta be placed in
perspective, These difficulties were not unique to William
and Mary, although they were certainly of a greater magnitude
than elsewhere. As educators in other sections o+ the nation
debated at length about admissions standards, curriculum, and
expansion, most Southern colleges and universities struggled
simply to survive. All suffered to same degree from the
ecanomic distress and social dislocations of the post-war
era. Few students from other areas chase Southern colleges;j;
Southern students were inclined to remain in the South, but
few could affaord a college educatian. In Virginia,
Washington and Lee, the Virginia #dMilitary Institute, the
University, and other institutions faced a lack of funds and
students. That these schools remained open while William and
Mary vas forced to "close" was a function of the extent of
physical damage the cpllege had suffered during the war and
its laocation in the economically-depressed and relatively

inaccessible Tidewater region. However, to admit that
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Ewell’s situation was not unique does not diminish the
contributions his tenacity and devotion made to the
institution that had become his life. If devotion could have
saved it, William and HMHary, too, would have survived the

effects of the war.=°e
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File, CWh§ An Appeal for William and Marw, Chronology
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File, Archives, CWM.

3aBpard of Visitors Minutes, 17 June 1872,

CWH . Although Wise campleted his memoir of Tyler in 1872, it
was not published until 1881. Wise emphasized the college's
continued dedication to the humanities in & materialistic age
and warned that if the life of the constitutional republic
were to be restored, educational instjtutions "must return as
quickly as possible to the Humanities." Wise, Seven
Decades of the Union {Philadelphia: J. B. Lippincott,
ig8l1), pp. 318~320 (quotation, p. 320)} Francis H. Smith to
BSE, 30 Sept., 15 Nov. 1873, Smith Papers, VNMI.

FPFaculty Minutes, 10 Oct. 1874, 28 June 1875,
CuWh. The "Randolph and English" catalog served as the basis
for an entry on the college in The Cgolleqe Book by
Charles F. Richardsaon and Henry A. Clark in 1878 (Bastan:
Houghton, Osgowond & Co.) and for an article by Richardson in
the November 1884 issue of the bdMagazine of American
Historvy. Several years later, Lyon Tyler, Ewell'’s
suctessor as president of William and Mary, depended heavily
on the 1874 catalogue for his The College of William and
Mary inh Virginia: 1623-19207 (1207) and Williamsburg:
The 01d Colonial _Capital (1907). Although Ewell was
pleased with the college’s inclusion in The College
Book of 1878, he was, no doubt, distressed at Richardson’s
observatiaon that "[William and Maryl would seem to have a
better mission than to maunder over its past, however
interesting or creditable.®

3®Taliaferro Alumni File and Taliaterro

Papers, CWMj Photographs of newspaper clippings [1873]1 from
Robert M. Hughes's Scrapbook, WM College Papers} Richmond
Dispatch, 5 July 1875 (ist quotation)j Robert J. Graves to
BSE, 20 Nov. 1877, 94 Feb. 1878 (2d quotationl}. Graves,
pastor of a Preshyterian church in Sharon, PFennsylvania, also
established a scholarship at William and DMary-. Faculty
Minutes, 7 Aug, 1872, CUWh,

3*Richard A. Wise to William Booth Taliaterro,
24 Aug. 1874, Taliaferro Papers, CWMj; BSE, Report tao the
Board of Visitors, 17 May 1875, Wit College Papers} Faculty
Minutes, 4 July 1874, CWMs William Glaver Stanard,
"Reminiscences aof William and Mary," Stanard Alumni File,
CWMy BSE, Repart to the Visitorsg of 12 Jan. 1877 in Board of
Visitors Minutes, 4 July 1877, CUWHM.

“SEwell Autobiography, Ewell Faculty File,
CuWi,

“1iThe most accurate and complete account of
the financial status of William and Maray in the 18705 may be
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found in a report of the Finance Committee af the Board of
Vigitors, 1 July 1883, WM College Papers. This forty-six
page tvypescript incarporates the bursar’'s repaorts and other
t+inancial records for the 1é June 18746-1 July 1883 period.
Far additional information and earlier records see Ewell’s
reports to the Visitors, 4 July 1870, 3 July 1871, 17 June
1872, 17 May 1875, 2 July 1878, WM College Papersi Bursar’s
Accounts, 1870-1888, WM College Papetrs; Board of Visitors
Minutes, 1870-1882, and Faculty Minutes, 1870-1882, CWM.
Unless otherwise noted, all information on college +finances
is taken from the Finance Committee Report of 16883. Figures
far 1870 and 1876 are +rom BSE, Report to the Board of
Vigitaors, 4 July 1870 and the Report of the Bursar, & June
1876, WM College Papers.

“Zpyrsar’s Accounts, 1870, WM College Papers;
Maddex, Virginia Conservatives, P. 167% Board of
Visitars Minutes, 4 July 1871, 18 June 1872, CWM; BSE, Report
to the Board of Visitors, 17 June 1872,

“*3IRSE, Abstract of the Financial Condition of

William and Mary College, 1 July 1877, WM Ceollege Papersj
Faculty binutes, 27 Mar., 15 ©Oct. 1871, CWiy Mann and
Stringfellow, Attarneys at Law, to John S. Wise, Burgar, 2%
Jan. 1879, WM College Papers (guotation)§ Charles
Stringfellow to BSE, 19 July 1880, Ewell Faculty File, CUWM;
Board of Visitors Minutes, 26-27 Aug. 1880, GCWHM3 BSE, Report
to the Board of VVisitors, 1 July 1881, WM College Papersg
Finance Committee Report, 1883, WM College Papers.

“*“Report of the Finance Committee, 1883}
Warner T. Jones, Repoart of the Finance Committee of the Board
of Visitors, July 1888, WM College Papersi Board of Visitors
Minutes, 4-5 July 1878, CuWM.

“SBSE to Judge W. W. Crump, 27 Aug. 1890,
Ewell Faculty File, CWit (quotation)s Finance Committee
Report, 1883, WM College Papers. The Mayo debt was never

paid.

“=Contract of Thomas Jefterson, Thomas
Jefferson Randolph, and Samuel Carr with the Presidents and
Masters of the College of William and Mary, 22 Jun. 1823, and
Thomas Jefferson'’s Accaunt Book, 22 Jan. 1823, Jeffersan
Papers, University of Virginia, Charlottesville, Va.j; Board
of Visitors Minutes, 15 June 1878, CWMj; BSE, Abstract of the
Financial Condition of William and Mary College, 1 July 1877,
WM College Papers) Faculty Minutes, 3, 26 June 1876, 25 May
1877, CWM., Wilson Cary Nicholas (1761-1820), gbvernor of
Virginia, 1814-18B16, and thereafter presitdent of the Richmond
branch of the Bank o+f the United States, was Jefferson’s
close friend and political associate. Thomas Jefferson
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Randolph married Nicholas®' daughter, Jane, in 1815. Nicholas
lost much of his fortune through overspeculation in western
lands and other unsuccessful business ventures. William and
Mary +inanced the loan to Jefferson in 1823 with monies
received from a suit against Nicholas® estate for a large
debt Nicholas had owed the college. Jefferson called his
endarsement of Nicholas’ loan from the BUS the copu de
grace to his own fortunes.

Jef4+erson was born at Shadwell, 13 aApril 1743, and
lived there until age twn ar three. The +Family returned
there when he was hine and Jefferson called it home until he
moved to Monticello at age twenty-seven. The frame dwelling
in which he as born burned 1 Feb. 1770, Jefferson inherited
Shadwell from his mother at her death in 1776, DAB,

S.V. “Randolph, Thomas Jefferson" and "Nicholas, Wilson
Cary"j Mertrill D, Peterson, Thomas Jefferson and _the New
Nation: A Biography (New York: Oxford University Press,
1970}, pR. 991-9923 Dumas Malone, Jetfterson the
Virginian (Bogton! Little, Brown & Co., 1948}, PPR. 27,
125-1246, 17.

“4”BSE, Report to the Board o+f Visitors, 12
June, 2 July 1878 and Finance Committee Report, 1883, WM
College Papersi Board of Visitors Minutes, 15 June 1878, CUWMj
BSE to Judge W. W. Crump, 27 Aug. 1890, Ewell Faculty File,
CuWh.

*SFinance Committee Report, 1883, WM College

Papersi Board of Visitors Minutes 17 Jan. 1877, 4 July 1873,
1 July 1874, 2 July 1879, CWM; BSE to Rev. William Brown, 12
Sept. 1873, Ewell Faculty File, CWM; Report of the Committee
of the Board ot Visitors Appointed to Consider the Expediency
of a More Intimate Connection with the Episcapal Church, 15
July 1874, WM Papersj BSE, Report to the Board of Visitors, 3
July 1871, 17 June 1872, WM College Papersj Board of Visitaors
Minutes, 4 July 1871, 20 May 1875, and Faculty Minutes, 24
Dec. 1873, CWM.

“4*BSE, Report to the Board of Visitors, 3 July
1871, James Lyons to the Board of Visitors, 28 June 1875 (1st
quotation), and John 5. Wise, Bursar's Report, 1876 (2d
quotatian), WM College Papers. From 1l845-1849 a 6 percent
maximum was set on interest rates. In 1867 this 1limit was
raised to 12 percent. Maddex, Virginia Conservatives,
p. 169.

©oBnard of Visitors Minutes, 3 July 1877, CWi
(all guatations).

Pipatition to the General Assembly of Virginia
from a Committee of Visitors, William and Mary College,
£18771, WM College Papersi Virginia General Assembly,
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House Journal, 1872&6-77, PP, 492, 4583 Crenshaw,
General Lee’s Collegqe, p. 195§ C. H. Ryland [President

of Richmond Collegel to BSE, 13 June 187&, Tyler Papers, CWMji
Maddex, Virginia Conservatives, pp. 200, 218-2203 BSE,
Address to the Students of the College of William and Mary

at Commencement, July 4, 1823% (Baltimore: John Murphy &
Co., 1873), capy in Ewell Faculty File, CWM (al]l] guotations).
The issue of whether Virginia’s pre-war debt--which by 1870
totalled nearly $45,000,000--should be Ffully Ffunded opr
readjusted dominated Virginia politics +rom Reconstruction to
the 1890s. The best treatments a+f this issue are Maddex,
Virginia Caonservatives) Moger, Bourbonism to

Byrdjy Fearson, Readjuster bMovement; and Raymond H.

Pulley, 0ld Virqginia Restaored:! An__ Interpretation of the
Progressive Impulse, 1870-1930 (Charlottesville, Va.:
University Press of VYirginia, 1968). In 1878 William and
Mary made another unsuccessful attempt to receive state
funds. See Petition to the General Assembly of Virginia
from the William and bary Baard of Vigitars [Jan. 18681,
Archives Subject File, CUWM. William Booth Taliaferro and
Judge Warner T. Jones, both Visitors and members of the
General Assembly, served on the committee which drew up this

petition.

®Z2Faculty Minutes, 29 June 1871, CWM; BSE to
Hugh Blair Grigsby, 22 Nov. 18489, Archives Chronology File,
CWM. Ewell was especially disturbed at Preston’s death
because he considered the former Washinhgton College professor
to be the best talent William and Mary had been able to
attract since the war. Preston died 19 November 18469, only a
month after joining the faculty. BSE to Hugh Blair Grigsby,
16 Aug. 1869, Archives Chronology File, CWM. Student George
Turner, who died 24 June 18271, is buried in the College
Cemetery. BSE, Report to the Board of Visitors, 3 July 1871.

©30n salaries see Ewell’s reports to the Board
of Visitors, i870-1879, WM College FPapers, and Board’s
minutes for the same period. See especially Board of
Vigitors Minutes, 14 Dec. 1871, 18 Junhe 1872, 3 July 1877, 2
July 187%9. On McCandlish’s suit see Faculty Minutes, 2 Dec.
1872, 10 July 1874, Board of Visitors Minutes, 1 July 1874,
CWM, and BSE to Jawmes Lyons, 17 Mar., 31 Oct., 1873, Brock
Collection, Huntington Library. On the faculty protest see
Board of Visitors Minutes, 2-3 July 1869 and Faculty Minutes,
S Oct. 1871, CuhM. S$ee alseo T. L. Snead, Thamas P.
McCandlish, and L. B. Wharton to the Board of Visitors, 5
Oct. 18713 Resolution of the Faculty, S Oct. 1871, and L. B.
Wharton to the Executive Committee, ? Oct. 1871, Tyler

Papers, CWM.

®4Bursar’s Accounts, 1875, WM College Fapers.
Wise assumed the office aof Bursar on 20 March 1876. Faculty
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Minutes, CWM. Tazewell Taylor had oppased the re-apening af
William and Mary at+ter the war, and Ewell was relieved to
+ill the post with someone more sympathetic to his views.
Francis H. Smith to BSE, 11 Feb. 1874, Smith FPapers, VMI;
Board of Visitors Minutes, 2 July 1879, CWM,

®®Maddex, Virginia Conservatives, P.

2523 Pearson, Readjuster Movement, pp. &B-593 William

Baath Taliaferro to "My Dear Wife," 11 Aug. 1877, Taliaferro
Papers, CWM3 Board of Visitors Minutes, 25 May, 3 July 1827
and Bursar’s Repaort, 23 May 1877, CWHM. In 1877 the
Conservative Party settled +for a compromise candidate,
Colonel F. W. bh. Halliday, who was subsequently elected.
From 1879 until 1883 Readjusters controlled the Virginia
General Assembly and from 1881-1885, the governship. In 187%
Mahone betame a U.S. Senator and in 1881 he was joined by
Harrison Holt Riddleberger, another Readjuster. John S$. Wise
refused to run for U.S. Representative in 1879 because it
meant opposition to his o0ld commander, General Joseph E.
Johnston, a Funder, In 1880 Wise was defeated in his bid for
the Third District seat by his cousin, George D. Wise, a
Funder. in 1882, at the height of Readjuster power, Wise
defeated John Massey +for an at-large seat in the House of
Representatives. In 1885 Wise lost the governorship to
Democrat Fitzhugh Lee by 16,000 votes. By 1888 Wise had
broken completely with Mahone and led a revelt in the

Readjuster-Republican Party againgt him. Moyer,
Bourbonism to Byrd, pp. 32-39, 59-623% Pearson,
Readjuster Movement, p. 825 John S. Wise, The

Lion’s Skin: A Histaorical Novel and a Novel History (New
York: Doubleday, Page & Co., 1905}, pp. 318-319.

Bagchmidt, College President, pp. 13,

226-22%95 Rudolph, American _College, pp. 221-232 ahnd
Curriculum, pp. ?9-128, 138, 14494, 150; BSE, manuscript

of commencement address, n.d. [early 187081, Ewell Faculty
File (quotations).

o*Frederick Rudolph in Curriculum states

that "after the war poverty, which had had much to do with
stabilizing the classical course of study, was ho longer a
hindrance to reform. Government and hew private wealth were
available to underwrite in the colleges and universities
couses of study that were respansive to a dynamic industrial
spciety and to an expansive democtracy.” (p. 150) . Rudolph
does not, as he should, exclude the South from this general
statement. Nowhere does he deal with the special problems o+
higher education in an impoverished post-war South except to
attribute a reluctance to change to an aristocratic
traditian. Maddex, in Virginia Conservatives, also

ignores economic factors and attributes the plight of William
and Mary to an "obstinate resistance to change.” (p. 2172 .
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In the 1860s and 1870s some Virginia colleges did increase
their technical and scientific of+erings, but these echanges
seem to have been made more to attract land-g9grant funds than
from & sincere desire +for change. Maddex, Virginia
Conservatives, P. 2143 Crenshaw, General Lee’s

Colleqge, pp. 1460-1&3.

D2Robert M. Hughes, "Baccalautreate Address at

the College of William and Mary, 12 June 1233," Hughes Alumni
File, CWM; Warner T. Taliaferro to [LMrs. William Booth
Taliaferrol, 2 Feb. 18735, Taliaferro Papers, ClWibis Faculty
Minutes, 14 Oct. 1874, CuMj William Glover Stanard,
"Reminiscences of William and Mary," Stanard Alumni File,
CuWMg Beverley Bland Munford, photostat of pages from
Random Recollections (privately printed, 12035), Munford
Alumni File, CWiM. Hughes, Stanard, and Munford were all
students in the 1870s, and their acounts offer detailed
infarmation on student entertainment and behavior. Al though
these account were written many years later, all agree as to
Ewell’'s relationship with his students.

B*Elizabeth S. E. Scott ta Lizinka C. B.
Ewell, 25 Dec. 1871, Brown-Ewell Papers, TSLAj Ninth Census
of the United States (1870), MS Schedules for James City
County, Virginiaj Elizabeth S. E. Ewell to Elizabeth S.
Ewell, 8 Mar (182271, Ewell Papers, CuWM.

oo, L. Prout to Elizabeth S. Ewell, 12 May
1874 and BSE to Elizabeth S. Ewell (sister), 13 Apr. 1870, 12
Aug. 1875, Ewell Papers, CWh. Richard Stoddert Ewell Scott
was born 7 April 18693 Benjamin Stoddert Scott was born 10
April 1873; Elizabeth Lowndes Scott was born 27 Feb. 1875.
Family Bible, photaograph in Ewell Papers, CUWM.

S1RSE to Elizabeth S. Ewell (sister), 16 Sept.
18”7, 21 Oct. 1874, and Lizzie Ewell to Elizabeth S. Ewell,
19 Nov. 1876, Ewell Papers, CWM.

ez lizabeth S. E. Scott to “Aunt Elizabeth,"
19 Nov. 1874, Ewell Papers, CUM.

a%Richard A. Wise to Harriet S. B. Turner, 23
June 1894, Geargetown University Archives (quotation)j E. J.
Harvie, BSE Obituary, Annual Reunion of Graduates of the
United States HMilitary Academy, 1895, P 13, copy in
Archives, CWhl. Harriet Staddert Brovmn Turner was a
great-granddaughter of Benjamin Stoddert and Richard Ewell's
step-daughter.

e49Ninth Census of the United States (1870), MS
sSchedules for James City County, Virginiaj Campbell Brown to
BSE, 11 Mar. 1872, 27 June, 27 Dec. 1e73, BSE to Richard
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S. Ewell, 9 Aug. 1871, BSE to Elizabeth S. Ewell ({(sister), =)
Nov. 1872, 1 Aug. 1880, Ewell Papers, CWM; Elizabeth S. Ewell
to Lizinka C. B. Ewell, ? Jan. 1870 and Campbell Brown to
BSE, 14 Oct. 1872, Brown-Ewell Papers, TSLA.

eBResolution of the Faculty, 1 July 1849,

WM College Papersi Faculty Minutes, 25 Aug. 1870, CWhs BSE,
Report to the Board of Visitors on the Debts of the College,
10 Sept. 1872, WM College Papers} BSE to James Lvans, 10
Sept. 1872, Brock Collection, Hunhtington Librarys; BSE to
Judge Warner T. Jonhes, 14 May 1889, Ewell Faculty File, CuWhl;
Faculty Minutes, 1 Dec. 18763 Board of Visitors MMinutes, 25
May, I July 1877, CWM3 Finance Committee Repart, 1883, Wit
College Papersi BSE, Accounts, 1877, Ewell Papers, CuWihl; BSE
to Baoatrd of Visitors, 26 Aug. 1880, Ewell Faculty File, CWM;
Board of Visitors Minutes , 18 Apr. 1823, CWi (guotation).

aSHarriet S. B. Turner tp Bessie {Elizabeth
Laundes Scott, BSE granddauvughterl, 14 Jan. (7?1, Ewell Papers,

CuWM (quotation). The taotal value o+ +arm products in
Virginia fell 11 percent from 1870 to 1880 while land value
also depreciated. Tares steadily increased as Virginia

attempted ta fund its new public school system and pay off
the staggering pre-war state debt. Juelfth Census of the
United States, Sipt. 1) p. 703; Richmond Dispatch,

149 Aug. 1879.

©*Board of Visitors Minutes, 1 July 1879, CWM;
Gearge Thorntaon Wilmer Faculty File, CuWM. Wilmer was
praofessor of mpral philosophy at William and Mary and Rector
of Bruton Parish Church, 1869-1874. William and Mary and
the University of the South (Richmand: Whittet &

Sheppersan, 187%9), copy in Arhives, University of the South,
Sewanee, Tenn.

*®Board of Visitors Minutes, 1 July 1879, CuWb};
Gearge T. Wilmer, Caskie Harrison, et. al., to the Board of
Trustees of the University of the South, 31 July 1879,
University of the South, Archives;j Report and Address of
Benjamin §. Ewell Lto the Board of Visitorsl at their
Convaocation in Richmond on the 18th o April, 18729
{Richmond: J. W. Randolph & English, 1879), passim.

orWilliam and tary Colleqe and the
University of the South, pp. 5-11 (guotation pp. 5-4)3%
Unidentified newspaper clippings, Robert M. Hughes Scrapbook,
Hughes Alumhi File, CWM; Richwmond State, 30 Apr., S May
18795 Richmond Dispatch, 29 Apr. 1879,

72Charles Minnegerode, William Booth
Taliaferro, and William Lamb an behalf¥ of the Visitors of
Wiltiam and Mary College to the Faculty, Professors, and
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Officers of the University of the South, 2 July 1879,
Archives, University of the Southsj; Richmond State, S

May 187935 Board of Visitors Minutes, 1 July 1879, CWhi.
Collis Huntington, President of the Chespeake and 0Ohio,
promised Cangress that its members could travel aver a new
spur line to lay the cornerstone for the Victory bMonument at
Yorktown. To make this possible, temporary tracks were laid
dowh Duke of Gloucester Street to connect Williamsburg and
Yorktown to the line from Richmand. FPermanent double tracks
were laid by May 1882 establishing regular service +fram
Newpoart Mews, Virginia, to Toledo Ohio. These ran along
Williamsburg’'s North Boundatry Street due east to MNewport

News.

ZiNarfolk Dail
Landmark, 24 Oct. 1872 ( i1st and 2d quotations). BSE,
Repart to the Board of Visitors, 1 July 1881, WM College

Papers.

TZ=Williamsburg Virginia Gazette, 2 Sept.

19813 MS description of the Yorktawn celebration, James
Barran Hop= Papers, cWh; Report of the Congressional
Caommission for Erection of a _Monument at Yorktown

(Washington, D.C.:! GPO, 1883), copy in Hope Alumni File, CWH;
Charles W. Turner, Chessie’s Road {(Richmond! Garrett B
Massie, 1956), p. 112.

“SBSE to the Bpard of Visitors, 27 Mar. 1882,
WM College Papers; Ewell Autobiography, Ewell Faculty File,
CuWi,

“=2Curry, Peabady Fund, pp. 77, 873 BSE
to Board of Visitors, 27 Mar. 1882, WM College Papers; BSE to

Lyon Tyler, 31 Jan. 1888, Ewell Faculty File, CWM.

”*B0n the Funder-Readjuster controversy sSee
Pearson, Readjuster Movements Moger, Bourbonism to
Byrd; Pulley, Virginia Restored. On the policy of
the Conservatives see Maddex, Virginia Congservatives.
On the debt controversy and the public schools see Buck,
Public Schoals in Virginia.

eClayton Beverley Phillips, Education in

Virvrginia Under Superintendent Richard Ratcliffe Farr,
1882-1886 (hn.p., h. Publ., 1932), pp. 96-99; Buclk,
Public Schools _in Virqginia, p. 4. In 1882 Farr

succeeded William H. Ruffner, Virginia’s first Superintendent
of Public Instruction.

7BSE to Lyon G. Tyler, 31 Jan. 1888 and Ewell
Autabiography, Ewell Faculty File, CWM; BSE, Repart to the
Board of Visitors, [Junel 1882, WM College Papers. On 25



275

Mar. 1882 James Lyons wrote Dr. J. L. M. Curry that William
and Mary would accept the appointment, by the governor, of
s5ix Visitors but would "never surrender their charter tao the
Legislature.”™ Dr. Curry answered on 27 Mar. 1882 that the
Peabody trustees wauld act only 1in caonjunction with state
authorities and control. See WM College Papers.

7oBSE, Report to the Board of Visitors, i July
1881, [Junel 1882, WM College Paperss Board of Visitors
Minutes, 15-16 June 1882, CWM; BSE to the editor, Richmond
State, 15 Feb. 1883. When the college suspended
exercises, it retained only its Virginia State and James
River Company sStock. Finance Committee Report, 1883, Wi
College Papers.

“*Ewell Auwtobiography, Ewell Faculty File,
ClM.

®oFpr accounts of other col leges in the
post-war period see, for example! Crenshaw, General Lee’'s
College, pp. 182-186, and Charles Bracelon Flond, Lee:
The Last Years {(Boston! Houghton Mif+l1lin Co., 19281) for
Washington and Leej Francis H. Smith, VMI, pp. 226-230
and Couper, VYMI 3, passimj for the Virginia Military
Institutej Bruce, UVA 4: 172 for the University of
Virginia. Far general discussions of higher education after
the war see Rudolph, American College and Schmidt,

i_iberal Arts College. Even as late as 1901 Southern
colleges could claim only %14 milliion in endowment funds

compared to $143 million in the North and West. Sixty-six
institutions in the former Confederate states had a total
annual income less than that of Harvard alone. Simplkins and

Roland, History o4 the South, p. 357.



CHAPTER VIII

THE LAST YEARS: 1882-18%4

Ewell was on hand as usual to tall the college bell at
sunrise on the second Wednesday in October 1882, but no
students answered the call. Na collegiate exercises were
planned, but the Visitors--in order nominally to maintain the
corporation of president and masters in which the charter was
vested—--had offered Ewell a 400 annuity to remain on campus.
In addition to preserving the charter, Ewell’s presence
would also serve to demonstrate a semblance of life at
William and Mary, thereby protecting the privileged status of
state stock held by the college. Beginning in 1866, and oOn
several occcasions thereafter;, the General Assembly had voted
to guarantee payment of maximum legal interest on bands held
by ingtitutions of learning, irrespective of the funding af
private bonds. Ewell was also to attend to maintenance and
repair of college property and pay off as many of the
school's debts as possible. Some visitors doubted Ewell'’s
ability to execute the latter charge. One member af the
Board wrote that "whilst [Colonhel Ewelll is one of the best
men in the world, Cthel is one of the poorest managers of
money I have ever known." Another Visiter suggested the

charter be amended to give total t+inancial control ta the

276
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Board aof Visitars. The Visitaors Ffinally ordered Ewell to
keep "a suitable notebook" containing records of all
financial transactions.?®
When Ewell assumed guardianship of the empty campus
he was seventy-two years old and suffered from arthritis and
failing evesight. He could not and would not, however, be a
mere caretaker. Convinced that the president of the college
"“should accupy the President’s House, at least in part,®
Ewell s=spent +five to s5ix hours a day at the college,
regardless of the weather. He drove in +from his Ffarm at
11200 each morning in a black buggy, pulled by a horse he
called "Redeye" and driven by Malachi Gardiner, a black
tenant farmer who shared his acreage and whom he called "The
Professor."” The Colonel and the "Professor" remained in town
until approximately 4:00 P.h., taking dinner there before
returning to the country. With Gardiner carrying the keys,
the two checked the status of every building. Then Ewell
wauld retire to his office in the President’s House to talk
with townspeople, some of whom he considered great boresi to
tutor several local students; to entertain visitors
interested in the history of the old college; or to attend to
a rather extensive correspondence with those cancerned +or
the future of William and Maryvy. "If not really busy,"” he
remarked to his sister Elizabeth, "at least 1 have the
semblance of it."=

Ewell’s greatest burden during these discouraging
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vears was maintenance of the buildings and grounds at the
college. These concerns had been his albatross for more than
thirty wvears and would remain so. The necessity to rebuild
as cheaply as possible in 18467-69 continued to haunt him.
The slate roof of the main building still leaked and window
glass placed in lovose frames broke frequently. The architect
recommended that the slate be replaced with tin and that
outside shutters be installed onh the windows, but funds +for
such projects were not available. Minor buildings on the
campus and property in Williamsburg belonging to the college
also suffered from want of repair. Ewell sold some of these
holdings to balance debts) the remainder he rented out,
hoping to avoid the wvandalism and trespassing that had
plagued vacant buildings in Williamsburg since the war. This
solution engendered more problems than it solved. The
buildings had been tob neglected o attract responsible
tenants, and the sheriff was Kept busy collecting delinguent
rent payments. Meanwhile, grass on the campus grew long and
trees and shrubs remained untrimmed as resources refused ta
allow the hire of laborers. It was, Ewell declared, "a
thankless responsibility,” but if the buildings and grounds
could be kept in good aorder, "a hope [mightl be entertained
of the restoration of the institution."=®

Vigsitors to Williamsburg frequently requested tours
of the college, a task Ewell undertuok with enthusiasm. To

an ocutgoing man who relished conversation and good company,
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his solitary existence on the campus meant too many lonely
howrs. Ewell never missed an gpportunity to relate the
cpollege’s history--his favorite topic--and point out
portraits and items ot historic interest. He =always hoped
that an aroused interest might bring a substantial
contribution. among Ewell’s favorite guests were Daniel Coit
Gilman, first president of Johns Hopkins University, and his
wife Elizabeth. In late May 1887, while attending a meeting
of Slater Fund trustees at 01d Point Comfort, the Gilmans
journeyved to Ewell’s farm to express their interest in seeing
the college. Benjamin, accompanied by Lizzy, showed off not
only the college but the town. Gilman, charmed by Ewell and
his attractive daughter, wrote that Ewell seemed "the

embodiment of the genius loci, the watchful and

faithful guardian aof a grand idea." As long as Ewell lived,
Gilman continued, "we may be sure that the sparks of Ffire
will not disappear from the sacred altar." Elizabeth Gilman
was nelther as impressed nor as haopeful. The silence and
desolation af the campus made the college seem to her "a mast
pathetic place, full of the past with no present but one of
dreary decay, and no future." She termed Ewell’s efforts to
arouse public interest, "hopeless.” "When the o©old Colonel
goes, " she wrote, "all traces of the place will gradually
disappear."=

Ewell refused to admit to hopelessness, and much of

his correspondence in the mid-1880s was with those who, like
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himself, refused to allow William and Mary or its present
plight to be forgotten. Dartmouth professor Charles Francis
Richardson, whao was also an author and journalist, golicited
information for an article on the college. "An 0Old Colonial
College," based on the 1874 William and bdary catalog,

appeared in the iagazine of American History, November

1884, Richardson sketched the college’s histary and lamented
the neglect of an institution that had once been "surrounded
by the nobility and gentry of England’s most aristocratic
colony." In June 1887 Richardson invited Ewell, as president
of the institution where the Phi Beta Kappa Snc{ety had been
founded, to address the Dartmouth chapter on its 100th
anniversary. Ewell declined, on the basis of age and
infirmity, but sent a short address to be read to the
celebrants. "The College,” he wrote, "hath become as an 0Oak
whose leat fadeth, and as a garden that has ho water,® but
"William and Mary will, on its old site, and under its
ancient name and charter, yet renew its youth." Despite any
private doubts, Ewell would keep the +faith as +ar as the
public was concerned.®

George F. Hoar of Massachusetts also refused to
forget the coallege, Although his efforts to procure
reparations from the +ederal government for damages sustained
by William and Mary during the war had come to naught, Hoar
frequently wrote Ewell letters aof entouragement. At the

250th celebration of the founding of Harvard University in
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October 188é, he saluted Ewell for his dedication and again
appealed for aid +from Harvard alumni. Hoar told the
celebrants that he "should value it more than any public
honor ar private géad fortune" i+ he might "live to see that
old historic college of Virginia endowed anew with liberal

aid of the sons of Harvard."®

Another Bostonian, Edwin D. teade, also made an
appeal +ar William and Mary. Having vigited Ewell and the
college in May 18864, Meade dedicated ane ot a series of "o1l1d
South" lectures, delivered in Boston in September 18484, to
the higstory of William and Mary. Meade declared it

a pity when one considers the educational needs of the
South that something should not be done to perpetuate
thigs old coliege. . . . Such great traditions as those of
William and Mary College are themselves of the highest
utjility in education and ought not to be wasted.
Although Ewell was distressed that bMeade credited Harvard
rather than William and Mary with the establishment of the
first law school in the United States, he was gratetul +or
Meade’s interest. In a letter af appreciation he expressed
to Meade~-perhaps prophetically--his continued beliet "that
same Northern man will immortalize himself¥ by re-endowing
William and Mary College." Ewell would not live to see the
reconstruction of the caollege’s calonial buildings by Jahn D.
Rockefeller, JIJr. in the 19205 and 1930s.7

Ewell’s most extensive correspondence during these

lonely wyears was with Herbert Baxter Adams, chairman of the
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Department of History and Political Science at Johns Hopkins
University. Beginning in early 1887 Adams’ research Seminars
prepared a series of pamphlets on the history of higher
education in America, to be published by the Bureau of
Education of the Department of the Interior. Adams chose
William and Mary for his #irst study because he wished to
praomote the idea of a hational, governhment-supparted
university in Washington, D.C., that would train statesmen as
William and Mary had done in the Revolutionary era. He also
sought tp demanstrate the effects that ‘“'"public neglect and
legislative indifference" could have on education. Why,
Adams asked, with a tederal treasury "bursting with silver,”
was there na help for education, especially in the South? It
vwas a national diggrace that President Ewell Should be able

to say with perfect truth, "Le colleqge, C'es5t moi!"

Ewell provided Adams with an abundance of infaormation
concerning the cpllege’s history, and Adams wrote the mnost
complete account to date, weaving inta the story bhis own
special pleas.®

Ewell was pleased with Adams’® study-—-in all but one
important respect. Adams had strongly insisted that William
and Mary should be removed to Alexandria or Richmond and even
maintained it had been a great mistake hot to have done it
much sooner. Ewell wondered i+ he would ever be free of the
necessity to defend the college’s lacation in Williamsburg.

Now he had te counter any harm Adams might have done in this
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regard. Before distributing copies of Adamns? pamphlet to
alumni and friends of William and Mary, Ewell had them bound
with copies of his impassioned speech to the Visitors on 18
April 1879 in opposition to removing the ceollege to the
University of the South. Adams could not be expected, Eviell
wrote, to realize

our strong local attachment, and the inseparable nature
of the Union between Williamsburg and William and bdary
College., . . . We want not a portrait of the College, but

a living reality of flesh and bload. . . . The first may
exist anywhere; the second, only in Williamsburg.™

In their efforts +to aid the college, Richardson,
Hoar, Meade, and Adams also helped to perpetuate a story
which has become the maost enduring of college legends. Even
though the college had no students during most of the 1880s,
Benjamin Ewell, in order to keep the charter alive, rang the
college bell each year on the second Wednesday of October,
the date the session would have begunh. Ewell’s actiaon became
a staple of local lore, and townspeople enjoyed telling of it
to visitors. Gradually Ewell’s reputation as the "0ld
Bellringer" spread. Richardson, Hoar, Meade, and Adams all
found romance in the tale and repeated it. Edwin bMeade’s
comments to his audience in Boston are representative!l
The old grey-haired President, as each 0October comes
round, goes to the college and has the old college bell
rung as a formality to still retain the Charter.
Although it wakens no response . . .Lhel believes that

the bell will vet be heard.i°

Students o+t the Ewell era at William and DMary,
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contemporary and future, have ailmost uwnanimoustly +ound
Ewell’s annual-—-some insisted it was daily--ringing of the
bell symbolic of his dedication to the college as well as the
most memorable event of his presidency. They have also
implied that his action was somehow both pathetic and
eccentric. Ewell himself liked the story well enough but
made light of it. When Herbert Baxter Adams inquired about
the truth of the tale, Ewell replied:
There is an ancient tradition . . . that a full sessiaon
of students followed the ringing of the bell on the 1st
of Oct. at sunrise. . . . The trans+ormation of this
“radition into a daily ringing by me exceeds [Lrealityl.
But, to compensate, it has given me a wide reputation as
a "bell-ringer," equal or superior to that of the
celebrated Swiss bellringers. So I lauwgh at the story
without murmuring or contradicting.
Ewell was glad for recognition of his devotion, but judgment
of his act as pathetic or eccentric must have been

distressing to a proud man. However, if such publicity would

help William and DMary, he would endure it with gaod

humor .2

With few or no students to teach and no discipline to
keep, Ewell had opportunity for the first time in many years
to pursue personal interests, History--especially that of
the college-~-and genealogy had long been haobbies., Now he
devoted many research hours to the family histories of
prominent college alumni, egspecially Benjamin Harrison and
James Monroe. He also lotcated, and attempted to procure for

the college archives, several callections of documents
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dealing with the very early history of William and Mary.
Such Quests seemed to take on added importance as he become
convinced that Virginians had begun to forget their heritage.
For Appleton’s Cvclopedia of ~American Biggraphy he
prepared a sketch of his grandfather, Benjamin Staddert, and

provided to the editors any other information he could.

"Such Sautherners," he remarked, "as appear in their
Encyclopedia shouwld receive all they are entitled
tD- naiz:

Although he had deplored the late Civil War anhd
applauded all efforts to end the bitterness of its aftermath,
as with so many Southerners he found it impossible to forget.
A founder of the Magruder-Ewell Camp of Canfederate Veterans,
Ewell otten spoke ot his war experience to members of the
organization that bore his name. Ewell also read with 9great
relish accounts of the war written by its principal
participants. In this outpouring of beoaoks on the war in the
last guarter of the nineteenth century--which one historian
has called the "Battle of the Boaoks" and the “War of the
Reminiscences"-~Ewell {found hours of pleasure and pccasional
frustration. In an exchange of lengthy letters with his

cousin Thomas Tasker Gantt of St. Louis, he discussed and

debated the memoirs of Sherman and Grant, among others, and
analyzed the articles on the war which began appearing in
Century magazine in November 1884. Gantt had +fought

with McClellan’s Unian forces on the Virginla Peninsula, but
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both men agreed that had Johnston made a stand at
Williamsburg, the Confederacy would have been successful.
The cousins also agreed that Lincoln had been a poor
commander-in-chief and his greatest mistake the +firing of

McClellan. *»=

Meanwhile, for six years, Benjamin Ewell tolled the
college bell each opening day and publicly kept the Ffaith
that William and Mary could not and would not die. A former
student observed that Ewell! "bore himself proudly despite the
dormancy of the college, moving with dignity among the dusty
books and the signs of decay." In more private moments Ewell
lamented Virginia's neglect of its oldest educational
institution and gave way to despair born of unfulfilled
hopes. In 1885 Ewell learned that "a wealthy Bostonian" had
willed the college a legacy of %$400,000. However, with the
closing of William and Mary in 1882, a codicil had
transferred the gift to the University of Virginia. "The
College," Ewell remarked, "wishes the death of no ohe, but
may nhot, in time, a wealthy benefactor insert a similar
provision in his will and . . - join the great majority
hefore he annexes such a wmischievous codicil.” Did the
tolling of the bell mark the college’s dormant vitality or

was it a death knell?1r=s

In the end optimism prevailed, and Ewell determined
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to try once more to implement a plan he had proposed in 1882.
On that occasion an attempt to convince the Visitors to offer
a course of narmal instruction in exchange far limited state
support and control had failed, but changes in the state’'s
political and educational estaklishment Seemed, by 1885, to
offer greater likelihood af sSuccess. In 1883 the
Democrat-Conservative Party, having actepted many of the
Republican—-Readjuster social and fiscal policies;, returned to
power in the General Assembly. Two vyears later Demacrat
Fitzhugh Lee defeated John S. Wise to claim the governarship.
No longer did the Visitaors' sugpicions of the Readjusters
affect their attitudes toward state control. At the same
time many Virginia educators heightened their demands Ffor
normal schools to train white teachers. In HMarch 1884 the
General Assembly had established--despite substantial
opposition--the State Female Normal School (Long9wood College)

at Farmville, but white males still had only the traditional

colleges and universities. Insisting that only men were
suitable as teachers on the sSecondatry level and as
administrators, education authorities clatmed the

universities could not, even with an altered curriculum,
praovide proper training. In any case, university men would
not accept the paoar salaries offered public school
instructors. With adequate state support and a full course
af normal instruction, William and Mary might attract white

males unable +ar financial reasans to attend the
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universities, and, at the same time, assure its own
survival.*®

In January 1886 the college Visitors approved a bill
providing, in return for a state annuity of 10,000, the
establishment of a normal school which would operate in
cenjunction with the collegiate course. White males who
would agree to teach for two years in Virginia's public
schools couwld attend without charge. The Visitors would
accept, on the appointment o+ the governor, ten associate
Vigitors, thereby recognizing the interest of the state but
maintaining the college’'s traditienal organization. in
February 1886 this bill, despite the sponsorship of numerous
alumni and several Visitors, failed in the Committee on
Schools and Colleges of the Haouse of Delegates. In the
spring of 1887 proponents reintroduced the measure in a
special sesgion af the legislature called to consider the
state’s continuing debt problems. Again it died in
committee. =

Despite these repeated failures, Ewell believed the
college’s plan had received sufficient support to warrant
another trvy. He was also encouraged by otftfers of assistance
which cawme from two politically influential Visitors, former
Confederate general William Booth Taliaferrao and Taliatferro’s
cousin, Judge Warner T. Jones, both of Gloucester County.
Both men were lawyers and graduates of William and Mary. The

sixty-five year old Taliaferro was a former member of the
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House of Delegates and a candidate +or the Conservative
homination for governor in 18>27. Jones, at the age of
seventy, was a county judge and former member of the House of
Delegates. The two men volunteered to take up residence at
Richmond’s Exchange Hotel near the Capitol and lobby for the
bill on a daily basis, using whatever influence they
possessed. Ewell gratefully accepted the nffer.”

The bill for which Taliafterro and Jones prepared to
do battle was identical to those of 1885 and 1887 and
differed from the 1882 proposal only in the limitation of
harmal instruction to white males. White females cauld naw
attend the Normal School at Farmville. In December 1887 the
measure was introduced in bhath bouses of the General
Assembly. In the Senate it encountered 1little opposition,
partly as a result of the two Vigsitors’ skillful labbying and
the expert flopr management of James N. Stubbs, a2 college
alumnus and senator from Taliaferro’s and Jones’s haome county
of Gloucester. In a2 marathon speecth Stubbs reminded the
legislators that the University, the Virginia Military
Institute, and the Virginia Agricultural and Mechanical
Institute at Blacksburg received +from $20,000 to %40,000
annually for support of "state" students who were not
required to teach after graduation. Appraval of the William
and Mary plan would guarantee a supply of white male teachers
in a way the other universities could not, and would save the

state the cost of a new normal school. Stubbs also pointed
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out that Virginia supported oanly one institution "in the
Eastern half of the state”--the medical college at Richmond.
At Ewell’s instigation Taliaferra and Janes privately
informed the senators that since 1865 William and Mary had
educated more than half¥ of its students without charge,
thereby per+orming a service to the state. On 1494 February
1828 the bhill, amended to include the State Superintendent of
Public Instruction as an ex-officio member of the Board of
Visitors, passed the Senate by a vote of twenty-four to
five.1®

Ewell, who had chosen to leave the matter in the
experienced hands aof Taliaferro and Jones rather than go to
Richmond himsel+, was pleased with the Senate victory, but he
knew it was too early to celebrate. Approval of the House of
Delegates, where a majority vote of the total membership was
required faor passage af appropriations bills, would prove
much more difficult. Lyon Gardiner Tyler, son of John Tyler
and a freshman delegate from Richmond, had agreed to manage
the measure in the House. In the 1877-78 collegiate session
Tyler had held the chair of Philasophy and Literature at
William and Mary, and college authorities knew him to be both
personable and persuasive. In the third week of February,
after initial rejection by both the Committee on Schools and
Colleges and the Committee on Finance, Tyler succeeded in
bringing the college’s proposal to the floor of the House.

From 23 Februvary until 1 March the legislators debated the
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measure. Were the public schoaols worth such ahn
appropriation? Could the state a+ford another normal school?
At times the controversy taok on a decidedly sectional
character as delegates from Western Virginia--especially
supporters of the land-grant school at Blacksburg--oppased an
appropriation of %10,000 for an eastern college, while
Tidewater delegates argued that the state had refused
educational benefits to their area despite the substantial
propaortion af taxes collected there.:*™

Twice the bill was defeated, and twice Tyler secured
a motion to reconsider. Meanwhile Richard A. Wise, professor
of Chemistry at William and Mary and an influential
Republican, rallied support +from among his Ffellow party
members and persuaded his friend A. W. Harris, a black
delegate from Dinwiddie County, to deliver the votes of the
seven black members of the House. Finally, Taliaferro,
Jones, Tyler, and Wise promised Western Democrats support for
a bill to increase the state annuity to Virginia Agricultural
and dechanical Institute from $20,000 to %40,000 in exchange
for their votes in favar of the William and Mary hill. At an
evening session on 1 March 1888 the House ot Delegates agreed
to the bill by a vote aof fifty-seven to tuenty-seven. Wise
remarked to Ewell that, "We all worked like thunder.”
Intense lobbying-~coupled with improvement of the state’s
financial status--had paid off.=°

Late on the evening of March Ffirst, immediately
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following the wvate in the House, Richard Wise wrote Ewell the
good news. "l congratulate you,”" he wrote, "and hope this
victory will add years to your life.," Ewell was greatly
relieved and happy that "a ray of light [hadl appeared" atter
the dark and discouraging vears since 1882. The plan to make
William and Mary a normal school had been his ownh, and its
implementation would likely insure the schaol’s continued

existence, ameliorate its financial distress, and protect its

Witliamsburg location. His pleasure was not, hawever,
without an underlying sadness. The William and Mary he had
known and served for s long would no longer exist. The

institution’s status as a living monument to Virginia’s days
of national prominence and to old Virginia wvalues would be
compromised. Mo longer would it be a school for gentlemen.

Given a choice, Ewell would have preferred a solution more in

keeping with the college’s traditional identity. But
desperate problems demanded desperate solutionssg a new
mission was better than no mission at all. Better to meet

changing needs than die for an ideal.,=&?

On 1! April 1888 the Board of Visitors accepted the
Act of Assembly and prepared for a meeting of the combined
Board in May. Meanwhile, Ewell attended to superficial
cleaning and repairs in anticipation of the new Board’s
ingpection. The roof of the main building still leaked, but
he lacked the resources to remedy that old problem. As he

prepared the college for a new era, he pondered his ouwn
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future. Now seventy-eight vyears of age, he had served
William and Mary +for wmore than half his life. Should he
resign? Should he give up the presidency but retain his
professorship? Might not the new Board request his
resignation in favor of a younger man?==

Ch 10 May 1888 the twenty Visitors--ten from the old
Board and ten appointees of the governor--gathered in the
tollege library to plan for the reopening of William and Mary
in the faltl. Atter reporting that the school’s debts had
been reduced from $30,000 in 1882 to approximately %7,000,
Ewell informed the Board bpf his resignation from the
presidency and the professaorship of Natural Philosophy.
Reorganization of the college demanded a younger man, and he
would not allow "pmersonal cansiderations (tol hamper the
success of the college.” Although he would later remark that
his resignation was "the best thing I ever did, and the act I
am most proud of," at the time it was painful. For +forty

vears the College of William and btary had been his life, and

for the past six years he had, indeed, been the

callege. Letting 90 would not be easy. The Visitors
accepted Ewell’'s resignation without argument, appointed him
President Emeritus with a salary of $400 per year, and
requested that he continue to care for the college property
until a new president could be selected. Ewell believed the
Board had treated him fairly, but he found i+ difficult to

silence some old friends, especially Joseph E. Johnston, who
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believed the Visitor’s failure ta offer Ewell a professorship
under the new regime had been an unforgivable slight.
Johnston blamed what he thought to be a callous attitude on
"the petty spite of two or three enemies on the board . . .
and their exaggerated ideas of 'normal’ methads." Apparently
some members of the new Board were suspicious of Ewell’'sg
well-knawnh dedication tao the classical curriculum,=3

The champiaonship af his friends notwithstanding,
Ewell had made his decision. He would make peace with
retirement, and he was grateful that the Visitors had not
tempted him with the offer o+ a professorship. The annual
gratuity the Board offered proved more troubling. After
vears of laboring for the college at an annhual salary of
%400, he guestioned the propriety of accepting a like amount
without requirement o+ work or responsibility. Howevet, as
he wrote a friend,; "the wants aof the college kept and made me
as poor as it was.?® Unable, financially, to reject the
Visitors® offer, Ewell decided to consider it as balancing
his account with the college,®9

The position of interim caretaker gave him even
greater cancern. He did noat resent the request because it
made unhnecessary an abrupt break with the duties he had
performed for so lohg, and he was glad to be useful. At the
same time he was acutely conscious that the college’s new
governing board might caonsider him an interfering old wman.

Finally deciding that nobody else khew the college so well or
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cared so much, Ewell assured the Visitars he could vacate the
President’s House with twenty-four hours® notice and set to
vork preparing the college buildings far the renavatian they
would reguire. As he directed the removal of debris from the
yvard and braken plaster from the main building, Ewell
uhdoubtedly reflected that had Virginia cared so much in the
immediate post-war years, the fortunes of William and Mary

might have been different.=2

On 4 October 1888--its buildings renovated, the
curriculum revised, and with =Y new president and
faculty--William and Mary rejoined Virginia’s system of
higher educatian. During the summer, and at a cost of %2500,
Ewell had supervised the replacement of 200 panes of glass in
the main building, the application of paint to cover the
defacement of vandals, and repair of the woodwork and
plaster. Finally funds wetre available to re-slate the roof
ahd replace the second +loor ceilings and walls s=so badly
damaged aver the past tuenty years. Even the cupola, lang
out oaof perpendicular, Wwas SsStraightened. Asl for the
curriculum, the collegiate course was still an aption, but
most of the 102 young men who enrolled for this first segsion
had been chosen as "state" students by local school
superintendents across Virginia, and therefore chaose the

narmal course.=®

Ewell beieved this Ynew departure" stood a 9good
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chance of success if the right man assumed the office of
president} his choice was State Superintendent of Public
Instructiaon, John L. Buchanan. At the reorganizational
meeting in May 1888 the Visitors had elected Buchanan to the
office, and Ewell had invited him to visit the college before
making his decision. Ewell proudly treated the state
official to a tour of the buildings and grounds, but Buchanan
could not have been expected to see the college as Ewell saw
it. Believing William and Mary too far gone to be revived,
he declined the presidency. The Board then turned to Lvyon G.
Tyler who eagerly gsought the pasition. Ewell made no
objection to the thirty-five-year-old Tyler. At least he had
strong ties to the college, a result of his Ffather’'s long
association, and he had held a faculty chair there in
1g77-78. In the early fall o+t 188g, with reluctance and
relief, Ewell surrendered the President’s House to the Tylers
and returned to his +arm, his orchards, and his
grandchildren.=*

During his retirement years, friends in Williamsburg
visited the farm frequently and kept hiwm informed of events
on the campus. Often Ewell offered advice to his young
successar but only when asked and always with the disclaimer
that he did not want to appear meddlesome or interfering.
When Tyler complained that opposition to his policies by
state education officials on one hand and Professor Richard

A. Wise an the other was making his job difficult, Ewell
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advised him to "keep a sense of humaor and avaoid political
partisanship."” When water seeped into the cellars of all
three caollege buildings, Ewell rode to Williamsburg to show
Tyler the ditches he had dug which, it kept clear, would
prevent further problems. He declined, hawever, to attend
nmeetings of the Board of Visitors, a privilege to which he
was entitled as President Emeritus. William and Mary in the
1890s with its emphasis on normal instruction and greatly
increased enrollment was not the college he remembered. His
happiness at the school's preservation and success was
genuine, but it could not completely overcome his nostalgia
for the college as it had been.=®

Ewell had often during the college’s dark days
expressed a wish to retire to his +farm and to the home
outside Williamsburg that he had built in 1858 and of vhich
he was exceedingly +ond. Now, +for the first time, this was
possible, but being unable to perform much physical labor, he
found that idleness made him feel useless. Lizzy and
Beverley were busy with farm chores, and the grandchildren
gradually drifted away, Ewell and Benjamin to attend William
and Mary and Bessie to boarding school. Richard Wise, still
a protessor at the college, and other old friends visited
often, and Ewell welcaomed the chanhce to reminisce and swap
stories. Acquaintances had always cohsidered “Qld Buck" a
brilliant conversationalist and enjoyed listening to his

seemingly endless collection of anecdotes. At other times
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Ewell passed many lonely hours sorting through his extensive
collection of vellowed newspaper clippings concerning the war
in the west., Many of these he pasted onto the blank pages of
a dispatch book he had preserved since his service as
adjutant to General Johnston. When Jobhnston died in March
1821 Ewell added a score of newspaper accounts of his death
and funeral. Attacks on General Richard Ewell’s conduct
during the war also claimed his brother’s attention. in
their memairs several Confederate officers had censured
Genetral Ewell’s command decisions at Gettysburg, while others
biamed him Ffor the burning of Richmond in April 1865.
Determined "to put an end to the injustice done . . . to
Richard," Benjamin wrote several letters in his defense to

the New York Evening Poast and began to gather his notes

faor a biography of the general. Ewell deeply resented the
continuing public criticism of both his brother and General
Johnston and did his best to caounter it whenever he
could.="

Ewell was also concerhned with defending-~or at least
explaining--his contributiaon to the history aof the Callege of
William and Mary since 1848. Sometime in 1892 he began to
dictate to Lizzy, severe arthritis and poor eyesight having
hampered his own ability to write, what he called his
"Autoblaography.” Writing in the third person, he presented
for posterity his own case, apparently hoping to prevent any

misunderstanding in the future. In conclusion he wrote! "It
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igs but justice to state that Col. Ewell did all in his power,
by the use of his own limited means & credit to sustain the
College in its struggles." He missed being on the campus in
Williamsburg, and the college was never +ar Ffrom his
thoughts. Lizzy warried that her father did not eat properly
and spent too much time alone with his literary projects.
Despite her concetn, the o0ld colonel remained alert,
interested, and cheerful. And until late in 1892 his general
good health allowed him to ride on horseback around his farm
and See to its proper operation,=°

In late December 1892 Ewell suffered internal
injuries and severe bruises in a fall down the cellar stairs
at his home. Several major newspapers in Virginia reported
his confinement, and he received scores of letters +from
former students and assaciates inquiring afterr his health.
By early February 1893 Ewell had recovered sufficiently to
attend exercises at the college commemorating the
two-hundredth anniversary of the granting o+f the royal
charter. On that occasion he witnhessed the awarding of the
first "Ewell iMedals® for achievement in mathematics, gifts to
the callege from ohe of his former students. The many
tributes to his determination to keep the college alive were
gratifvying, but Ewell took greater pleasure in meeting once
again many whom he had known as students. His appearance at
this bicentennial celebration would be Benjamin Ewell'’s last

public and official act on behal+ of the College of William
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and Mary.=2
Ewell never {fully recovered from his injuries and,
after the winter of 1893, seldaom left his farm. He kept a
close watch, however, on events in Washington where the
college was onhce again petitioning Congress for compensation
of its war losses. The failure of his numerous campaigns in
the 1870z had canvinced him it was unlikely Congress would
ever grant such an indemnity. An appeal in 1890 by several
Visitors, including former Congressman Joseph E. Johnston,
had similarly ended in defeat when House Speaker Thomas B.
Reid of Maine blocked consideration of their bill. However,
the overwhelming success of the Democrats in the 18%0
elections encouraged the bill’s proponants to try again. In
the spring of 1892 a committee of Visitors hired an agent and
again solicited the support of Senator George F. Hoar. Then
they dusted off the arguments Ewell had {first made more than
twenty years earlier and submitted the proposal to the Senate
Committee on War Claims. On 23 April the Senate approved the
measure, anhd in late February the House of Representatives
did likewise. On 3 March 1893, one day before surrendering
his office to Democrat Grover Cleveland, President Benjamin
Harrison signed the act appropriating 64,000 to reimburse
William and Mary Ffor destruction of its property by United
States spldiers. Senator Hpar again did his part by
reminding Harrison of his Virginia connecticons and of the

Harrispns? long association with the college. One can
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imagine Ewell’s great satisfaction at this long-delayed
success of a campaign he had begun in 18703 many believed he
kept himself alive with this hope. For Ewell there could be
no better celebration of the two-hundredth anniversary of

William and Mary.3=

On the evening o+t 19 June 1894, at the age of
eighty-+our, Benjamin Ewell died, the victim af a paralytic
stroke he had suffered two days earlier. The college
buildings were draped in mourning and flags in Williamsburg
+lew at half-mast in tribute to "01d Buck" whom many believed
had saved "their® college. The Ffollawing day his remains
were transported to Williamsburg on the morning train. At
the City Depot, students, faculty, townspeaple, and
representatives of the Confederate Veterans and Board of
Visitars gathered to pay their respects and escort his body
to the college chapel. Julia Ewell did not return to
Williamsburg for her husband?’s funeral. After services at
the chapel--conducted by Moses D. Hoge, pastor of Richmond’s
Second Presbyterian Church and Ewell's close friend since
their days together at Hampden-Sydney College—~-Benjamin Ewell
vias laid to rest in the heart of the William and Mary campus
beside his mother and sister, in the college cemetery he had
established in 185%9. The headstone would briefly tell o+ his
service to William and Mary and to the Confederate forces.

Many old triends and students believed the college itsel+f
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stood as a more fitting monument to his memory.sS

Evell’s passaing marked the end of an era and pravided
the finale to a long chapter of the history of William and
Mary. At the time of his death the college was not in any
true sense the institution he had served for forty vears and
labored so hard to save. But a semblance of continuity
remained. William and Mary had not abandoned Williamsburg,
and it continued to educate Virginia’s youth. Althaugh no
1onger a monhument to the values of old Virginia, the nation’s
seénnd Qidest college had survived because President Ewell
would hot aabandon his +aith in those values. In a rapidly
changing and increasingly materialistic world, William and
Mary represented for him the best of the past, and he was
able to keep the faith until the forces of modernh society
offered a solution.

The story of the "0ld Bellringer" had a certain
romance, and the story of Ewell'’s s3struggles made him
something of a legend in his own time. As the legend 9grew
over the years, its perpetrators implied that Ewell had done
it all with equanimity and good cheer, with no sense of
sactrifice or thought of surrender. In truth, he had often
resented the sacrifice and considered abandoning the +fight.
His devotion and loyalty, haowever, vere sincere. Few who
told his story bothered to ask why the cause of William and

Mary had become an obsession, a mission, for Ewell. What, in
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the +ace of so many failed ventures, were the sources of his
perseverance? A well-educated, witty, charming, articulate,
and brilliant man, he could have pursued a career in
engineering, the miltary service, or perhaps even in
politics. Why, then, did this institutional mistress with
all her troubles claim his heart and energies. Ewell’s
personal records offer few clues, but the facts of his 1life

provide some insight.

Ewell’s conception ot William and Mary as a 1living

relic af Virginia’s davys of glaty and national
prominhence-~days whose passing he wmourned--goes +ar to
explain his dedicatian. Mare personal concerns, however, may
also have played a role. Elizabeth Ewell had made it clear

that she expected her saons to seelk occupations that would
distinguish the +family name. Benjamin never achieved
Richard’s renown, or the family idolatry that accompanied it,
but the presidency of an old and honared institution was a
suitable professiaon for a Virginia Ewell. Furthermore, the
position was ideally suited to one superbly gifted in dealing
with people of all ages. After Julia's departure in 18851,
and especially after Lizzy’s marriage in 1872, the college
and its students seemed to became his family. His +farm
retreat and the charms of Williamsburg, tarnished as they
vere, evoked their own particular attraction.

in the end, perhaps, Ewell’'s crusade can best be

understaod in terms of the oft-noted but never defined
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maghetism the College of William and PMary seemed to Exeht

over so many of its sons and servants.
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EPILOGUE

“As long as William and Mary shall stand, the hame of

Benhjamin Ewell shall be a part . . . of her history."
-~Williamsburg VYirgqinia Gazette.,

20 June 1894

"He was devoted to Willtiam and Mary College; indeed
he and it were so0 indissolubly connected that no one who knew
both can think of them aspart. . . . [William and Maryl was
his idol."

~-BSE Obituary, Georgetouwun Colleqe
Journal, 22(June 18941: 1&7.

In 1906 the praperty and assets aof the College of
William and Mary were transterred from the Corporation of the
President and bMasters to the Commonwealth of Virginia, and
the college became fully a state institution. Henceforth,
the elevenh-member board of Visitars and Governars would be
appointed by the governor. In a sense, William and Mary had
come full circle from its founding in 1693 as an ingtitution
of Virginia's colonial government to {ull asspciation with
the state of Virginia. Fram 12776 until 1888--perhaps even
until 1906--the college, unlike its sister institutions in
Virginia, existed in & no-man’s-land, neither state-supported
hor associated with the Episcopal Church or any other
supportive institution. Even though Benjamin Ewell regretted
the necessity for state affiliation, he would have been
pleased, that in the wake af the university movement, William
and Mary retained, and still retains, the title of "College,"
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a term which in the nineteenth century suggested an
institution that was small, traditional, and elite.?*

By 1907 William and iMary boasted 250 students, 25
instructors, and the number of major buildings had grawn from
S in 1888 to 10. The enrollment, which Ewell had so
stubbornly protected, totalled %154,000, and the State of
Virginia cantributed $35,000 annually to the school’s
support. In 1918 the college admitted women students on  an
equal basis with men, thereby becoming until the
mid-twentieth century the only fully co-educational
collegiate institution in Virginia.=

Since his death in 1894 the college has remembered
Benjamin Ewell in a variety of ways. Less than a week after
his death the College Hotel, opposite the Braffertaon on
Jamestown Road, was renamed Ewell Hall. In 19246 this
building was razed to provide space for a dining hall. Not
until 14 December 1857 did a campus buildihg again bear his
name. At that time the "pld" Phi Beta Kappa building,
erected in 1926 near the main building, vas tenamed Ewell
Hall, anhd now (1984) housegs the offices of the President and
Admissions as well as the Department of Music. in 1890 "saome
of Colanel Ewell’s kindred!" presented to William and Mary a
portrait of "0Old Buck," the only portrait known to exist.
Today (1984) it hangs in the portrait gallery of the main
building, now ralled the Wren Building. In June 1899, with

the contributions of many former students, the Society of the
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Alumni erected in the €College Chapel a tablet "in loving
tributé" to Ewell, "their teacher and +riend."=
From the time of his death until the mid-1920s
Ewell’s +riends and former students gathered annually at his
grave for an informal memorial service. Beginning in 1925
the Phi Beta Kappa Society, founded at William and Mary in
1776, assumed responsibility for these services, On the
anniversary of his death, members of the Society placed a
wreath on his grave as a tribute not only to 0ld Buck but to
all members of the college caommunity who had died during the
year.%
Memorial services are no lpnger held at Ewell’s
grave. Could Ewell, however, see the evidence of growth, the
proliferation of buildings, that nearly hide the small

cemetery where he is buried, he would caonsider that tribute

enough.
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