
How a Suspected Arsonist Gave W&L  
A Second Chance To Build a First-Rate Law Building

T
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, 

“Horrible . . . the folly of lack of 
architectural planning ”W&L Dean Harry Campbell

12

The original Tucker Hall, dedicated in 1900 and destroyed by fire in 1934.
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Left: The scene during and immediately 
after the 1934 fire. The Virginia Military 
Institute cadets in the bottom photo were 
assigned to help put out the fire and 
keep it from spreading.

Below: The Rockbridge  
County News, December 20, 1934.

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

Left: The VMI Cadet,  
December 17, 1934,  
the day after the fire.
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E
xcerpt from a letter written 

home on the day after the 

fire by an unnamed under-

graduate: “Here’s why I 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.”

T
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.

A
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.”

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

Right: The Lexington Gazette,  
December 30, 1934,  

ten days after the fire.


