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W. HAMILTON BRYSON AND E. LEE SHEPARD 

The Virginia Bar, 1870-1900 

An essay on the Virginia bar from 1870 to 1900 rnust begin with a definition 
of a Virginia attorney-at-law. In 1870 and for the next twenty-five years, a 
Virginia lawyer was "any person" over the age of twenty-one of "honest de­
meanor" who had been examined for fitness and licensed to practice law by any 
two judges of Virginia courts of record. Having be~n licensed, each attorney 
must have then "qualified" to practice in each court in which he wished to 
appear. This was done by swearing in that court to demean himself honestly in 
the practice of law and to support the Commonwealth. 1 

No one could quarrel with the theory of licensing lawyers in nineteenth-century 
Virginia. In practice, however, there was a seriously weak link in the chain that 
was to ensure competent and moral legal advice to the general public. This weak 
link was the examination by the judges of the applicant for the license to practice 
law. Sometimes there was a serious questioning and probing of the applicant's 
knowledge of legal theory and doctrine, but as often as not the examination was 
less than superficial. There can not possibly have been any uniformity of pro­
cedures or standards from county to county. Some judges were easier than others. 
Some were reluctant to be strict with their neighbors' sons. Some believed that 
anyone who could get clients should have the right to practice law and would 
therefore sign licenses without any examination at all. 2 Moreover, judicial cour­
tesy required the second judge to sign the license without any further examination. 
One attorney, B. B. Munford, recalled being examined by two judges, but the 
examination was not difficult. 3 H. R. Pollard, who presented himself for ex­
amination in 1867, was not questioned at all when he produced his law school 
diploma. 4 

One of the original stated goals of the Virginia State Bar Association, which 
was founded in 1888, was to require higher qualifications for the admission to 
practice law in Virginia. The standing Committee on Legal Education and Ad­
mission to the Bar was erected at the first meeting of the association. It was 
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noted that "the tests prescribed for determining fitness for admission to the bar 
in Virginia are a mocking farce." The committee was therefore directed to draft 
an act making the examination for admission to the bar a meaningful experience. 

5 

The draft act, which required a bar examination to be conducted by three 
attorneys who were to be appointed by the local circuit judge, was presented to 
the General Assembly, but it was defeated. The reason for the failure of the bill 
seems to have been a feeling that anyone who could get clients should have the 
right to practice law. 6 This philosophy was directly counter to that of the as­
sociation, which was trying to raise the level of professional excellence by 
excluding those who lacked knowledge or intelligence or integrity. 

In 1895, the Committee on Legal Education and Admission to the Bar pre­
sented to the Virginia State Bar Association two proposed bills: The first would 
set up boards of bar examiners; the second would transfer the examination of 
applicants from the circuit judges to the justices of the.Supreme Court of Appeals. 
Although the committee favored the first, the association voted to recommend 
the second.7 In 1896, the General Assembly finally acted and passed a bill 
requiring the Supreme Court of Appeals to license future members of the Virginia 
bar after an examination pursuant to regulations to be promulgated. 

8 

Rules for 
a written bar examination were promptly published/ and the first bar exam was 
given on January 8, 1897 .10 In 1910, the Virginia Board of Bar Examiners was 
created to relieve the court of this time~consuming administrative responsibility. 

11 

This is enough on the subject of who could practice law. Let us now tum to 
the subject of who did practice in Virginia. In 1870, Virginia was restored to 
democratic and constitutional government when the new state constitution came 
into force and the military government was withdrawn. The subsequent mod­
eration in Virginia politics can be explained by the fa~t that Virginia was relieved 
of radical misrule sooner than most of the southern states. 

The bar of Virginia in 1870 was dominated by former Confederate officers.
12 

These men used their military titles for the rest of their lives, which must have 
seemed strange to the northerners who considered themselves the victors in the 
struggle for national unity. It might seem strange also to mention this here, but 
it helps to explain the character of both the South in general and of the Virginia 
bar in particular. The Virginia bar in the 1870s, certainly its leaders, were men 
trained in leadership, taught courage on the battlefield, and matured by adversity. 
Defeat one day did not deter them from renewed battle the next, whether on the 
battlefield or in the courtroom. They had been reared before the war in a tradition 
of personal honesty and strict integrity. During the last third of the nineteenth 
century, Virginians were generally excluded from the national legal scene, 

13 

but 
within the Commonwealth reputations were to be made. 

That Virginia had suffered economic disaster by the defeat of the Confederacy 
has never been contested. The value of real and personal estates as reported in 
the 1870 United States Census had declined a significant 48. 3 percent from 1860, 
and was down from that of 1850 as well, indicating the magnitude of Virginia's 
depression. The number of improved acres of land in farms dropped by more 
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than 3 million. Although the number of manufacturing establishments had in­
creased by about 600 from 1860 (5,385 to 5,933), the amount of capital available 
for improvement and production had plummeted and the dollar value of products 
had likewise declined. The loss of the real and personal property and industry 
in the fifty counties now forming West Virginia had accounted for a percentage 
of this decline, but only for a part. In comparison with many northern states, 
which, despite the war, had continued to grow in wealth and productivity, 
Virginia's predicament stands out clearly. It did, however, fare better than some 
of the other Confederate states. ,. 

Nonetheless, the bar was beginning to rebuild by 1870 and return to its former 
position of economic and professional ascendency. The United States Census 
for that year listed 1,075 resident attorneys in Virginia, down substantially from 
the number listed in 1860, but still a respectable figure. 15 Farmers, physicians, 
merchants, teachers, and even clergymen outranked at~meys in number, but 
not in either earning potential or community standing. 

As Virginia gradually recovered from the effects of th~ Civil War, the Com­
monwealth began to grow and prosper. Virginia's overall p0pulation increased 
at ten-year increments of approximately 15 percent, from 1,225,163 in 1870 to 
1,854,184 in 1900. During the same thirty years, capital available for investment 
and production rose by a respectable 244.8 percent (to nearly $104 million), and 
the dollar value of industrial products grew by 155.2 percent (to over $132 
million). The number of acres of improved farmland in the Commonwealth 
multiplied, as did the average dollar value per acre of farmland, which climbed 
from $13.56 in 1870 to $16.25 by 1900. Virginia's economy remained, in 
comparison with that of many other states, primarily agricultural. 

16 

By 1880, 1,355 lawyers resided in Virginia, the vast majority of whom were 
native-born and below the age of sixty. At that time, they represented 2.1 percent 
of the total number of practicing attorneys listed for the states and territories in 
the federal census. 17 The 1890 census listed 1,649 males as resident attorneys, 
38 of whom were nonwhite. 18 By 1900, the profession in Virginia had grown 
to 2,032. 19 Not surprisingly, the greatest number of attorneys were concentrated 
in the Commonwealth's urban centers: Richmond, Norfolk, Petersburg, and 

Lynchburg. 20 

Virginia's first black attorney probably was Robert Peel Brooks, who was 
admitted to practice in Henrico County and Richmond in January 1876.

21 
He 

was joined the next year by Henry B. Fry and William C. Roane. Roane, a well­
educated former schoolteacher, remained in practice for some years. In 1880, 
E. A. Randolph received his LLB. from Yale Law School and commenced 
practice in Richmond.22 Other prominent black members of the Virginia bar in 
the nineteenth century were Giles B. Jackson, James H. Hayes, and Charles F. 
Whittle. By the last decade of the century, a number of blacks were successfully 
practicing in the Commonwealth; most were situated in the state's major urban 

centers. 23 

Before 1920, there were no women licensed to practice in the state. Although 



174 The New High Priests 

the statutes regulating admission to the bar before 1895 stated that "any person" 
could be licensed, 24 public sentiment in Virginia at that time opposed the idea 
of female lawyers. 25 In the early 1890s, Belva Lockwood, the nationally known 
feminist, attempted to join the Virginia bar, but her application was refused 
because she was a woman. The United States Supreme Court in 1894 upheld 
the Virginia court's ruling that construed the statute to exclude women, and the 
federal court declared that the right to practice law is not a privilege or immunity 
of a citizen of the United States. 26 The next year, the Virginia statute was amended 
to permit "any male citizen" to be licensed to practice law. 27 

In 1920, the statute was changed to allow women to practice at the bar. 28 That 
same year, three women were admitted to the University of Virginia School of 
Law; two of them, Rosemary Davis of Norfolk and Elizabeth H. Tompkins of 
Richmond, passed the bar examination and were licensed in l 922. 29 

The nature of legal practice began to change in the last third of the nineteenth 
century, and the divergence between "country lawyers" and those who practiced 
in Virginia's urban centers became more pronounced·; In the immediate postwar 
years, most attorneys practicing in the county and 'circuit courts of the Old 
Dominion found, because of the economics of the times, that they had to sup­
plement the income they derived from their law practi&s. A prominent King 
William County attorney spent nearly as much of his time in the fields as he did 
in the courtroom, and a Caroline County practitioner taught school until his 
financial picture brightened. ' 0 Likewise, lawyers found a need to accept all kinds 
of cases; specialization was not possible. "In those d~ys," wrote John S. Wise, 
''the lawyer took whatever grist came to his mill.'' Equity or common law, civil 
litigation or criminal defense, debt collection or probate, the practitioner of 
necessity had "to enter upon the whole of his miscellaneous practice. " 31 Part­
nerships, too, offered aid. Based not on specialization but on the sharing of 
business, these arrangements provided an access to the law to hungry young 
attorneys. In one partnership in rural Pittsylvania County for which information 
survives, the senior member of the firm attended the circuit (superior) courts in 
his home and surrounding counties, and the Court of Appeals in Richmond, and 
the junior member practiced in the county (inferior) courts and staffed the office 
to accept and advise clients. 32 

Of great assistance to Virginia attorneys were the opportunities offered to them 
by business and industry. A country lawyer would count himself fortunate, as 
did William R. Aylett of King William County, to receive retainers from the 
Southern Mutual Insurance Company or the Richmond banking and investment 
firm of Thomas Branch and Company. 33 But the most beneficial connection of 
all was that with one of the numerous companies involved in the burgeoning 
railroad development of the Upper South. With such patronage, a practitioner 
could quickly move up the economic ladder and secure his fortune. 34 For urban 
practitioners, the offers of positions as agents for or counsel to large corporations 
doing business in Virginia became more abundant as the century drew to a close. 
Along with the greater availability of lawyers in the cities, this allowed, in fact 
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encouraged, specialization among the urban bar, who, like their brothers in the 
country, had traditionally accepted a caseload of a wide variety of civil and 

criminal litigation. 
In the period 1870 to 1900, most Virginia lawyers, both city and country 

attorneys, followed their calling as sole practitioners. Before 1870, and after, 
there were a few partnerships of two lawyers working together; more often than 
not, they would have resulted from a close family relationship. As the century 
drew to a close, however, the professional advantages of partnerships \)ecame 
more obvious; they afforded the opportunity to specialize, to acquire an expertise 
in some one branch of the law. In 1900, there were many two-man law firms, 
and there was one three-man firm in Richmond. The dawn of the present era 
broke in 1901 with the formation of the firm of Munford, Hunton, Williams, 
and Anderson (today known as Hunton and Williams). The four gentlemen were 
among the leading practitioners of the state, and they combined their efforts to 
form an organization that could offer expert legal services in all fields of the 
law along the lines of the large New York City law firms.

35 

The bar of Virginia during the last third of the nineteenth century attracted 
many talented men, and several of them earned national 'eputations as legal 
advocates and scholars. Having discussed the Virginia "bar as a group, we now 
pause to consider some of its more outstanding individual members. 

The leader of the Virginia bar during the first ten years of the period under 
discussion, 1870 to 1880, was William Green. Green was an excellent practi­
tioner and a deeply learned legal scholar. He was one of the three original Jaw 
professors of the University of Richmond in 1870 and gave the opening address 
of the law school. He was prevailed upon to supply the lead article which initiated 
the Virginia Law Journal in 1877. In addition to serving as chairman of the 
executive committee of the Virginia Historical Society, William Green supplied 
much of the scholarship behind J. W. Wallace's Reporters, which was appro­
priately dedicated to Green. Green, who had established his reputation as a 
lawyer before the War Between the States, lived on until 1880 to inspire a 

younger generation with a love of legal scholarship. 
36 

Conway Robinson, who died in 1884, was of equal stature. He was admitted 
to the bar in Richmond in 1827 and rapidly rose in prominence as an advocate. 
In the 1830s he published a three-volume practice manual for Virginia lawyers; 
it was an excellent and much-needed work and assured his reputation. In this 
decade, he served as president and general counsel of the Richmond, Freder­
icksburg, and Potomac Railroad and was one of the founders of the Virginia 
Historical Society. His law practice and writing increased to the point that he 
moved in 1858 to Washington, D.C., in order to be closer to the United States 
Supreme Court and the Library of Congress. He maintained an office in Rich­
mond, however, since he continued to appear before the Virginia Court of 
Appeals. His major work was his seven-volume Practice in the Courts of Justice 
in England and the United States, 1854-1874; this work was well received and 

used on both sides of the Atlantic Ocean. 
37 
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John Randolph Tucker (1823-1897) achieved as much prominence in his 
lifetime as his father, Henry St. George Tucker (1780--1848), and his grandfather, 
St. George Tucker (1752-1827), had in theirs. Ran Tucker made his mark as a 
practicing attorney, attorney general of Virginia from 1857 to 1865, law professor 
and then dean at Washington and Lee University, member of Congress from 
1875 to 1886, and a legal scholar. He was president of the American Bar 
Association in 1892. 38 He had a delightful sense of humor that, coupled with 
his legal erudition, made him a popular speaker at bar association meetings 

throughout the nation. 
39 

The most famous of all Virginia law professors was John B. Minor, who 
taught at the University of Virginia for fifty years before his death in 1895. Old 
John B., as he was affectionately referred to by his students, was single-minded 
in his devotion to legal education and scholarship. By the end of his career, his 
lecture notes had grown into a six volume encyclopedia of Virginia law, Institutes 

of Common and Statute Law. 
40 

· 

One of Minor's most famous students was John W. Daniel (1842-1910), "the 
Lame Lion of Lynchburg." Daniel had received a crippling wound during the 
battle of the Wilderness. After the war he studied l~w anhe University of Virginia 
and then commenced practice in his native Lynchburg. He was a hard worker 
and a brilliant orator, and he rapidly achieved recognition at the bar. In 1869 
he wrote a book on attachments, and in 1876 he published his nationally known 
book on negotiable instruments. He was perhaps~ best known as an orator and 
as United States senator from Virginia from 1887 until his death in 1910.

41 

Thomas Nelson Page, though better known as a novelist, began as a lawyer. 
From 1874 until 1893 Page was a successful practitioner and one of the leaders 
of the Richmond bar. While pursuing his profession as a lawyer, he began writing 
short stories about Virginia and Virginians as they were before the war. The 
charm of his literary style captivated the nation, and, when his second marriage 
in 1893 brought financial independence, he gave up the practice oflaw and spent 
all of his time writing novels and stories. Page was also active in politics, and 
he served as Ambassador to Italy for six years during the First World War.

42 

In 1870, the Virginia bar was an unorganized profession. There was a definite 
professional consciousness,43 and generalizations were being made about the 
level of the competency and integrity of the bar. The only organized activities 
of the bar, however, were occasional meetings to commemorate deceased 

members.44 

It was not long before the advantages of an organized association of lawyers 
began to be apparent. In 1878, the editors of the Virginia Law Journal called 
for a bar association in Virginia. 45 The Bar Association of the City of Richmond 
was organized in 1885. The call for organization was issued in September 1885, 
signed by 107 attorneys, and the constitution and by-laws were adopted on 
October 29, 1885. The stated objects of the Richmond bar association were "to 
aid in maintaining the honor and dignity of the profession of the law; to promote 
legal science and the administration of justice; and to cultivate social intercourse 
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among its members." A grievance procedure was established,46 and a law library 
was created. Although an earlier effort had failed, the Richmond bar association 
flourished from its beginning. In 1894 there were 118 members, and the law 
library had forty titles in it. In 1898 there were 129 members, and a code of 
ethics for lawyers was published. In the following year, a minimum fee schedule 
was adopted in order to prevent the "unseemly and unprofessional practice of 
cutting rates"; by 1899 the law library of the Richmond bar had grown to eighty 
titles. 47 

It was hoped when the Richmond bar association was founded in 1885 that 
it would grow into a statewide organization." Accordingly, in 1888, the Bar 
Association of the City of Richmond issued a call for the formation of a statewide 
bar association, and the Virginia State Bar Association was established in that 
year by 128 of the most prominent lawyers from every section of the state. 49 

The organization was an instant success, and within five years there were more 
than 400 members. In 1895, the Virginia State Bar Association with 457 members 
was second in size only to the New York State Bar Association, 50 and two years 
later only the bar associations in the populous states of New York, Pennsylvania, 
and Michigan had more members. 51 

,,,.. 

The original standing committees of the Virginia State 'Bar Association show 
the purposes and future activities of the association. These committees were 
admissions, legislation and law reform, judiciary, grievances, legal education 
and admission to the bar, library and legal literature, and th~ executive committee. 

We have already commented upon the activities of the tonunittees on admis­
sions and on legal education and admission to the bar. The Conunittee on 
Grievances was to receive and investigate complaints against lawyers and any­
thing "affecting the interests of the legal profession, the' practice of law, and 
the administration of justice.'"' This committee did very little in the first twelve 
years of its existence, before 1900. 53 A special committee, however, presented 
a code of professional ethics at the first meeting of the association that was 
adopted at the second meeting. 54 

The Judiciary Committee was not very active, but it served a useful role in 
bringing together several strands of ideas. The General Assembly was pressed 
to give higher judicial salaries; Virginia had been characteristically stingy in this 
regard. 55 There were numerous and various private proposals to restructure the 
system of courts, 56 and in 1902 the county courts were severely reorganized. 57 

In 1898, in an effort to increase the general respect for the courts, the bar 
association voted to recommend that the judges of the Supreme Court of Appeals 
wear judicial robes. 58 

We have deliberately saved till last our discussion of the activities of the 
Conunittee on Legislation and Law Reform. These gentlemen in their first annual 
report, which was given to the second meeting of the Virginia State Bar As­
sociation, threw the fat into the fire. 

The Virginia State Bar Association threw itself into the middle of the codi­
fication question. The first Presidential Address was delivered by William J. 
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Robertson on the subject of codification, which was then at the forefront of 
American legal thinking. Robertson had been a judge of the Virginia Supreme 
Court of Appeals and had served there with distinction during the war and until 
he was removed by the Reconstruction government for political reasons. He then 
practiced law with great success in Charlottesville and was honored by being 
elected the first president of the bar association." In his address, Robertson 
advocated the adoption in Virginia of a code of pleading and practice similar to 
the Field Code of New York. Robertson specifically urged the abolition of the 
forms of action and the merger of law and equity procedure. 60 

This address was clearly part of an organized discussion of the codification 
movement. The Annual Address at the same meeting was delivered by James 
C. Carter of New York, a nationally known scholar who opposed the idea of 
general codification. Carter argued against the general codification of private 
law and, in passing, criticized the New York Code of Civil Procedure. 61 At the 
same meeting, the members of the Virginia State Bar Association debated the 
question whether Virginia should adopt the Field c;ode.·,of New York. 62 

This was the beginning of a lively debate throughout the state on the subject 
of law reform. 63 The idea of a wholesale adoption of the Field Code was quickly 
dropped, and the discussion centered on two related proposals: the abolition of 
the forms of action and the merger of law and equity procedure. In 1891, a 
special committee of the Virginia bar association recommended that both of these 
steps be taken. 64 In 1892, the bar association approved the recommendations of 
the committee. 65 When the committee presented its, proposed draft bills to the 
bar association the next year, however, the general code of pleading, which 
included the abolition of the forms of action and the separation of common law 
and equity procedure, and several miscellaneous proposals were defeated. 66 The 
bar association did approve a draft bill which would have simplified the pleading 
of actions based on contracts and also a draft bill to allow equitable principles 
to be used at common law and common law injuries to be used in equity. 67 The 
draft bills were thereupon presented to the General Assembly, but none were 
enacted. 68 

It should not be concluded that these efforts at law reform were useless failures. 
The seed was planted then that bore fruit later. In 1919, motion pleading was 
allowed generally in all civil actions,69 and, although the ancient forms of action 
were not abolished, they quickly fell into disuse and were forgotten. Other less 
extensive improvements in pleading and practice have been made from time to 
time. 70 

The merger of common law and equity procedures is a step that has not been 
taken in Virginia. In federal practice, this measure, which was promulgated in 
1938, has created as many problems as it solved. As long as the civil jury remains 
in use at common law, the merger of law and equity cannot be complete. In 
England, civil juries have been generally abolished, and lawyers do not have to 
consider whether their lawsuits would have been at common law or in equity 
but for the merger of the courts and procedures. 
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In 1899, the Virginia State Bar Association turned its attentions to, among 
other things, the Torrens system of land registry. Land registration is quite 
different from the recordation of land title deeds, the system used in Virginia 
since colonial times to protect rights in real property. The purpose of both systems 
is the same. The enthusiastic proponent of the Torrens System in Virginia was 
Eugene C. Massie. On his motion, the association voted to study the matter.

71 

Massie then proceeded to educate the Virginia bar on the subject and to lobby 
for its statutory approval. 72 The Torrens System was editorially supported.

73 

Finally, in 1916, a comprehensive bill was enacted;74 however, the Torrens 
System, though legal now, has never been put into operation. 

75 

We come now to the topic of the relationship between the Virginia bar and 
the corporate world. During the period 1870 to 1900, northern and European 
industrialists invested large amounts of money in Virginia, and this investment, 
which was much needed for the economic growth of the state, was encouraged 
by Virginians in every way they could. The other side of the coin was, of course, 
outside the control of Virginia commerce and industry, niost notably the railroads. 
The major issue in Virginia politics during this period was the readjustment of 
the state debt. This was a part of the issue of industrialization and financial 
credit; even though lawyers were fighting on both sides, this issue was a political 
rather than a legal one and will not be discussed here. 76 

However, the bar did become involved with the problems of the state control 
of corporations (many persons in the 1880s feared that ti).e corporations controlled 
the state government) and the fellow-servant doctrine, which limited the liability 
of corporations to their employees. Although individual lawyers were very pleased 
to have railroads and other corporations for clients and represented them very 
well, nevertheless the bar as a whole took a healthy, independent stance; the 
Virginia bar as a whole was not in the pockets of the railroads. 

In 1890, the subject of the Presidential Address of the Virginia State Bar 
Association was the economic and political abuses being perpetrated by huge 
corporations. The laxness of the General Assembly in failing to protect the general 
public was also noted. 77 Three years later, the bar association heard further 
criticisms of the corporations. J. Allen Watts pointed out the ease of obtaining 
corporate charters for undercapitalized companies and the lack of public control 
over corporations." In order to remedy these problems, the duties of supervising 
corporations was taken from the General Assembly and given to a new body in 
1902 by the new Constitution of Virginia. The newly created State Corporation 
Commission was erected as a fourth branch of the state government with leg­
islative, executive, and judicial powers. 79 It has been very effective in regulating 
companies doing business in the Commonwealth. 

The fellow-servant doctrine, simply stated, is that "there can be no recovery 
for an accident caused by the negligence of a fellow servant.'' The value of this 
rule is particularly great to corporations who must necessarily perform all their 
functions and acts by agents or servants. If the fellow-servant doctrine were 
liberally construed, corporations (and their shareholders) would be totally im-
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mune from tort liability; such a result would be monstrous, and the trend since 
the nineteenth century has been to limit in various ways the operation of this 
doctrine. ' 0 In 1885, the editor of the Virginia Law Journal condemned the rule 
in general. 81 Robert L. Parrish, however, expressed his approval of the general 
rule in an address to the Virginia State Bar Association in 1892. 82 By 1902, 
public opinion had been marshalled against the railroads, and the new constitution 
of Virginia abolished the fellow-servant doctrine as a defense available to railway 
companies. This limitation of the doctrine remains in force today. 83 

In conclusion, we can see that during the period 1870 to 1900 there was steady 
and continuous progress among the Virginia bar. The fifteen years, 1870 to 1885, 
was a time of economic and professional recovery from the devastations of the 
Civil War and Reconstruction. The leaders of the bar were older gentlemen of 
the ante-bellum era, and they constantly insisted on maintaining the high profes­
sional standards of the bar. In general, it was fifteen years of rebuilding, a time 
of conservatism rather than innovation. · 

The first bar association in the state was formed in 1&85, and the most sig­
nificant feature of the period 1885 to 1900 was the organized activities of the 
bar. Before about 1895, the Virginia State Bar Association":was not very suc­
cessful in having its proposals enacted by the General Assembly. After that date, 
however, the bar association's lobbying techniques were improved to the point 
that success was frequent. From its inception in 1888, the Virginia State Bar 
Association was a leader in the area of legal reform-the primary forum for 
public debate on these issues. 

As already noted, the bar association movement was a great success in Vir­
ginia. There are several reasons for the instant popularity 'of the Virginia State 
Bar Association. To begin with, lawyers are a gregarious and convivial crew, 
and the meetings of the bar association were always held at popular and fash­
ionable resorts during the summer. The second reason was the desire to improve 
the legal profession. 

Nothing frustrates an attorney more than to argue a case against an incompetent 
lawyer, because the true issues become obscured by the irrelevant and ignorant 
points made by the uneducated or obtuse opposing counsel. Justice is served 
only by the debate of the true issues of the case. A good lawyer can deal with 
an ignorant one well enough if the judge is reasonably competent, but it offends 
his professional pride to have to argue against poor workmanship. To improve 
the level of practice in Virginia, the organized bar sought to increase the edu­
cational requirements for admission to practice law. Also, the organized bar 
began a program of continuing legal education for members of the bar by having 
lectures on legal subjects during their annual meetings; these papers were then 
printed and circulated to all members of the bar association. 

Furthermore, the conscientious lawyer is deeply offended by dishonesty and 
laziness on the part of other members of the bar. Most lawyers are proud of 
their calling and very much resent it when the reputation of the legal profession 
is besmirched by unethical conduct of other attorneys. Justice was seen to be 
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one of the four cardinal virtues, and the bar had a vital role in the administration 
of justice. Immoral and dishonest conduct on the part of a lawyer very much 
offended most members of the Virginia bar, and one of the purposes of the bar 
association was to eliminate it by having the offender disbarred. Although the 
association did not have much success along these lines before 1900, the policy 
was forcefully stated, and in the twentieth century it was implemented. 

In general, the history of the Virginia bar from 1870 to 1900 was not a matter 
of dramatic revolution, but rather, one of slow but steady and constant profes­
sional growth. 
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