Horrible . . . the folly of lack of
architectural planning

W&L Dean Harry Campbell

HERE IS A GENERAL UNDER-
sTANDING — which, however,
cannot be verified — that

the fire that destroyed Tucker Hall at

Washington and Lee University in the

early morning hours of December

15, 1934, happened because of ar-

son and not by accident.

Every person who ever saw the
college campus in the day agreed
that Old Tucker was the most out-
of-place building imaginable: an op-
pressive, round, limestone carbuncle,
a prison perhaps, perversely situated
at the end of a spectacular proces-
sion of perfectly scaled, graceful,
right-angled, red brick, white-accent-
ed Federal halls that stood as the
quiet apotheosis of academia. Henry
Donald Campbell, a professor and
dean who became acting president
in 1911, said Tucker Hall was “hor-
rible” and “showed the folly of lack
of architectural planning.” How the
college leadership had ever decided
in 1898 that Old Tucker was what

the elegant Colonnade needed is a
mystery that cannot be explained.

There is no mystery, however,
that a global belief quickly emerged
that the monstrosity should go.

The legend has it that before
the devastating fire broke out, at
least one law professor heard whis-
pers that he should take his things of
value home. On the night of the fire,
another fire, assumed to be arson,
mysteriously broke out at the Higgins

& Irvine lumber mill in Lexington at
1:50 a.m. (What better place for an
intentional fire?) In addition to the
local fire department, equipment
and personnel from the Washington
and Lee fire brigade quickly went to
the scene to help. Thus was every
firefighter and piece of apparatus
for miles around tied up elsewhere
when the Tucker fire was called in
about 3:30. When the Lexington Fire
Department did get to the campus,

The original Tucker Hall, dedicated in 1900 and destroyed by fire in 1934.
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its pumper inexplicably failed. It was
inevitable that Tucker Hall would
burn to the ground.

As soon as the embers cooled,
the university trustees authorized
construction of a replacement build-
ing — of traditional design.

Here, then, are some of the con-
temporary reports that might shine
a little light. All the documents are
from an exhibition the Washington
and Lee library mounted in 2014.

Left: The scene during and immediately
after the 1934 fire. The Virginia Military
Institute cadets in the bottom pholo were
assigned to help put out the fire and
keep it from spreading.

Below: The Rockbridge
County News, December 20, 1934.
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Flames Sweep
W&L Building,
Lumber Yard

Outside Aid Summoned

Cadets Ordered to Secens
Ald Firemen In Work n':l
Protect Institate Property

December 16— this
morning witnessed one of its most
destructive and distressing set of
fires. It was a case of bad luck
coming in pairs. Two fires, either
of which would have been a disaster
in itself, broke out within a short
while of each other and left Comi-
plete destruction in thelr wakes.
The properties destroyed represent-
od 8 money value of $96,000 of
which about $40,000 was covered
by insurance. The Law Building
of Washington and Lee University,
in which was contained an extreme-
ly valuable law librery, and the
planing mill and lumber yard of
Higgins and Irvine ware the prop-
erties burnt,

Lumber Yard First

The lumber yard was the first
of the properties to catch and an
alarm wag turned in on this fire at
1:50 a. m. The fire company of
Lexington mrrived on the scene st
sbout 2:15. Difficulty was expér-
ienced at first due to lack of hose
and to the inconvenient location
of fire hydrants. The fire fighters
wers lla;: handicapped ms their
pumper broke down, s connecting
rod having burned out. To asasist
them to bring the fire under con-
trol the hose of the Washington and
Lee University was borrowed and
turned to good account,
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Dickey Says It Could Not
Have Started From
Cigarette

Origins of the Tucker Hall fire
and of the fire in the Higgins-
Irvine planing mill remained a

mystery today, as local officials
moved forward in their investiga-
tions. .

Meanwhile,

of the fires, but most authorities
indicated a belief that the Tucker
Hall fire was of incendiary origin,
while offering no comment on the
Planing mill econflagration,

C. E. Woodward, Lexington fire
chief, sald today that “theré's not
a shadow of a chance that sparks
might have set fire to Tucker
Hall" and polnted out that the
building is more than a quarter
of a mile from the planing mill.
and that there were many other
buildings much more suscep
to sparks. -

Chief Woodward added
to the growing pile of evidence of
incendiarism by adding that the
electricity and heat had been
turned off at midnight, obviating
the possibility that overheated
pipes or defective wiring ecould
have been responsible for the

Theories that such a fire could
have started by means of a care-
lessly tossed clgarette were scout-
ed by Prof. R. W. Dickey, who
said that the building was always
tkept free of trash, and that the
hard-wood floors and solid con-
struction of the walls would make
it almost impossible for a cigar-
ette to have any effect.

The rapldity with which the
Tucker Hall fire started was
shown In the statements of night-
watchman Hostetter, who had vis-
ited the building only about twen-
ty minutes before the alarm was
turned in. Lexington firemen who

University hose-wagons about
three o'clock also said that at
that time thers was no indication
of fire in the building.

Early arrivals at the fire were

had come to the campus for the |ture.

unanimous in stating that in its

earlier stages the fire seemed to
be burning in two different places
near the front hall and in the
rear staircase. Prof. C. R. McDow-
ell, who entered his office in the
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pumpéer was also hard
and sald that an in-
spector the America-France
company, builders of the machine,
had been asked to inspect the en-

The investigation is being con-
ducted by Commonwealth's At-
torney Willlam Ackerly and Chief
of Police King.

Three New Members -
Chosen by Commerce
Scholarship Society

Clarence B. Newcomb, Freder-
ick deR. Strong and Hugh C.
Sparks, Jr., have been selected as
members of Beta Gamma Sigma,
commerce scholarship fraternity,
for the class of 1935.

The fraternity was founded at
the University of Wisconsin in
1913 and is the Phi Beta Kappa
of commerce students, The Vir-
ginia Beta chapter was establish-
ed in 1933 at Washington and
Lee. An exceptionally high aca-
demic standing Is required for
membership.

. The charter members of the lo-
cal chapter are Glover Dunn Han-
cock, Robert Henry Tucker, Wil-
liam Coan, M. Ogden Phillips, Ed-
win Henry Howard, John Higgins
Williams and Rupert Nelson Lat-
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Each of the three new men is
in his fourth yvear at Washington
and Lee, Newcomb is from Phil-
adelphia, Strong from New York,
and Sparks from Eufanla, Ala-
bama. :

Williams Thanks Stars
That Building Waited
Until Xmas to Burn

Law professor C., E. Willlams is
thanking his lucky stars that the
law building walted until nearly
Christmas to burn down. Scarce-
ly & month ago he completed a
book on law which he has been
writing for two years and it Is
now in the hands of the publish-
ers. However, all of his personal
teaching material and teaching
notes were destroyed completely.

Dean Moreland, due to the ef-
forts of students who entered o
window before the fire gained
considerable headway, succeeded
in recovering the complete file of
records of past law students here.

Part of his personal letter file was
saved but several boxes of current |

letters were overlocked in the con-
fusion. The record of current stu-
dents at the school was also en-
tirely consumed. This, however,
can be easily replaced by the rec-
onds in Registrar Mattingly's of-
fice. Dean Moreland fortunately
keeps his personal law library in
his home,
Professors C. P. Light and R. T.
Johnson lost the entire contents
of their offices, which were locat-

Fire Believed of Incendiary Origin}

ed on the second floor. Among|
Mr. Light's losses was his private |

law library, a group of signed pic-

tures of distinguished - teachers

which he valued highly and val-
uable notes he had taken as a stu-

dent at Harvard and as a teacher

here.

Valuable paintings destroyed in-
cluded portraits of Judge F. P.
Anderson, Judge Brokenbrough,
the founder of the school, and
John Marshall. Also destroyed was
& bronze bust of John Randolph
Tucker:

A complete catalogue of all
books in the library and a record
of all the law alumni of the
school which the FERA had just
completed were lost. -

U, W ——
Library Books

All library books must be spec-
1ally charged out if they are to be
kept over the holidays.

Left: The YMI Cadet,
December 17, 1934,
the day after the fire.

Above: The Ring-tum Phi,
December 18, 1934,
wo days after the fire.
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Above: The Ring-tum Phi,
December 18, 1934,
wo days after the fire.

XCERPT FROM a letter written

home on the day after the

fire by an unnamed under-
graduate: “Here’s why | say it must
have been arson: On the same night
as the other fire, it absolutely was
not caused by its sparks; there was
no wind, and the fire started not on
the roof, but on the first floor. With
this as an established fact, the two
fires in one night being a coinci-
dence is extremely improbable. The
fire chief thinks the lumber fire was
also set.”

Right: The Lexingion Gazete,
December 30, 1934,
len days after the fire.

CCORDING TO THE Ring-tum

Phi, the student newspa-

per, the Lexington fire
chief, C. E. Woodward, said “there’s
not a shadow of a chance” that
sparks from the earlier fire had set
Old Tucker ablaze. Power to the
building had been shut off at mid-
night, as was customary, so it can’t
have been defective wiring, the stu-
dent paper added. “Firemen also
said that they believed they detected
kerosene during the time they were
fighting the fire.”

HE CaDET, the Virginia Mili-

tary Institute student news-

paper, reported that 100
first classmen (seniors) were sent by
Superintendent John A. Lejeune to
help fight the fire, in part to make
sure it didn’t spread next door to the
VMI post.





