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Life of a Library:
A History of The George Washington University Law Library
During the academic year 2015-2016, GW Law celebrated its 150th Anniversary by highlighting its history in a series
of events, displays, and special programs. And 2017 will mark the fiftieth anniversary of the Law Library's move to
its own building in Foggy Bottom, the Jacob Burns Law Library. GW Law enjoys the distinction of being the oldest
law school in the District of Columbia, calculated from the year it opened its doors at the end of the Civil War: 1865.
Howard School of Law was founded in 1869, Georgetown in 1870, American in 1896, and Catholic in 1897. But as
many know, 1865 was actually the date of GW Law’s re-establishment.

The bookplate formerly used by the Law Library has the look of a University bookplate modified to suit the law
collection, perhaps in the period before the Law School’s merger with the National University School of Law in 1954.
The University motto, "Deus Nobis Fiducia," appears on the leaves of the open book beneath George Washington's
bust.
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GW Law in the 1820s: Columbian College's Law Department. After Columbian College received its charter in
1821 by an Act of Congress, it was founder and Baptist minister Luther Rice who encouraged the establishment of
both a Law and a Medical Department. "Allow me to suggest for consideration the propriety of organizing, without
delay, a Law Department, & a Medical Department, of the College." 1 The Board of Trustees agreed, and in late
autumn of 1821, the Board decided to establish both. Although the Medical Department's first course was offered in
1825, by early 1826 a Law Department had yet to materialize. Then, at a Special Meeting of the Board on February 3,
1826, the Trustees appeared eager to accelerate the introduction of law studies into the College. Deciding that "the
time has now arrived when it is expedient to bring the same [the Law Department] into operation," the Board
forthwith elected its first professors unanimously, in order of seniority: William Cranch and William Thomas
Carroll. 2 Their charge, assigned at that meeting by the Board, was to "prepare a system for the operation of [the Law
Department], and report the same to this Board." 3
The local press leapt upon the story of the launch of the new Law Department, with the Columbian Star reporting its
imminent inauguration and the election of Cranch and Carroll as its first law professors, weeks before the By-Laws
had been adopted by the Trustees. 4 That the founder of the Columbian Star was Columbian College founder Luther
Rice, and that this newspaper was aimed in part at promoting the newly-established college, explains the nearinstantaneous press coverage. 5
Cranch and Carroll completed their assignment posthaste. Three weeks later at the next Special Meeting on February
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24,
the Board acknowledged letters from Cranch and Carroll accepting their appointments, and adopted the "By-Laws
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and Regulations for the Government of the Law Department" drafted by the two professors-elect. 6 GW Law at
last was underway, and a "course of lectures was soon after delivered to a small class of students." 7
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Columbian
College hit a significant snag early in its existence. Heavily in debt after unauthorized start-up borrowing,
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and without the means to pay, the College declared a "vacation" from May 1, 1827, until the first Wednesday in
September, later extended to May 14, 1828,8 to buy time to untangle the financial mare's nest and its fallout.
The Trustees' decision in 1826 to establish the Law Department in haste, after a deferral period of more than
four years from its decision to introduce it, may have pointed to a pressing need for new sources of funding for the
College, something the Trustees might have hoped a Law Department could provide. In 1823, it had been
discovered that the Reverend Luther Rice, simultaneously the College's agent, treasurer, and de facto leader, had
contracted large debts on behalf of the College, and by 1826, instead of the debts having been paid down, they loomed
larger than ever. Rice was cleared of wrongdoing, but it was acknowledged that he was a casual and disorganized
record-keeper. In the main, his optimism regarding Columbian College's financial situation and the prospects for
its betterment proved to be out of step with the economic realities of the depression which had followed the Panic of
1819.
Rice's 1821 notion of the function of the prospective law professors as expressed in one of his letters appears shortsighted, since he does not mention lecturing as part of their responsibilities, but rather seems to view the professors as
"examiners" who would evaluate candidates for degrees at the College, perhaps after having read law with a judge or
in a law office. He wrote that
nothing more...would be necessary than the electing of Professors, if any suitable persons can be found who will
accept the appointment, without salaries, whose duty it should be to examine candidates for degrees in these
professions [law and medicine] under the general idea that the College will confer degrees in these professions on said
candidates at the recommendation of said professors. It is thought that the organizing of these departments may
subserve the reputation of the establishment, without increasing its expenditures, &, at the same time, do away the
objection that arises, in the view of some, from the circumstance of having a Theological Department. 9
Perhaps Rice left unspoken the understanding that the professors would have the duty to lecture; regardless, the ByLaws and Regulations authored by Cranch and Carroll in 1826, as well as their Prospectus for the Law
Department, make it clear that that the professors would lecture, and not just examine.
As for Rice's appetite for finding professors who would accept an unsalaried appointment, it is possible he was
successful on that front, since it is unclear from his ledgers whether Cranch or Carroll ever were paid during the
period 1826-1828.
The law enterprise was to be short-lived. After about two years from its inception in 1826, the nascent law school
closed its doors for want of funds. But GW Law and its Law Library can trace their origins to Columbian College’s
1826 attempt to establish a law school. In fact, in addition to some printed law materials from the first Columbian
College library, the Law Library today holds important manuscripts that entered its collection courtesy of half of
its first elected faculty of 1826-1828.
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A Maryland native and alumnus of the Litchfield Law School, William Thomas Carroll debuted as one of the two
members of the Columbian College Law Department’s first faculty in 1826.

William Cranch already was well-established his judicial career when he began teaching law at the Columbian College
Law Department.

Professors Carroll and Cranch. That half of the faculty was William Thomas Carroll (1802-1863), scion of a
prominent Maryland family, and Clerk of the U.S. Supreme Court from 1827 until his death. He was the junior half
of the faculty, only recently out of the Litchfield Law School; the senior half was William Cranch (1769-1855),
chief justice of the Circuit Court for the District of Columbia and second reporter of the U.S. Supreme Court. It was
an occasion when Justice Cranch delivered the law school’s first lecture on June 13, 1826, in the City Hall courtroom,
with a “‘full attendance of the Bar, and a respectable audience, composed of both sexes'”; President (and Cranch’s
cousin) John Quincy Adams was among the “learned and distinguished persons” attending. The lecture attracted
media coverage, and the Daily National Intelligencer, the preeminent newspaper in nineteenth-century
Washington, reported that "'The lecture was grave and lucid, and seemed to give great satisfaction to the audience...
We hail with much satisfaction the commencement of this important branch of education in the District, under
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circumstances
so favorable to its success and public usefulness.’" 10 Despite this auspicious beginning, the Trustees
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accepted Justice Cranch's resignation on May 7, 1828, after the Law Department was forced to close when adequate
funding failed to materialize.
The Litchfield notebooks are more than unique: they represent an artifactual link to the origins of GW Law
and its library.

And although Justice Cranch's inaugural City Hall lecture brought the new law school briefly to center stage in 1826
Washington, it is William Carroll’s Litchfield Law School manuscript notebooks that claim the spotlight today. The
Litchfield notebooks are more than unique: they represent an artifactual link to the origins of GW Law and its library.
A GW law library in the 1820s? and where was the Law Department? Although notes in the law school archives
seem to be built on the assumption that a law library operated as part of the Law Department, available evidence does
not support the existence of a "dedicated" law library. Rather, it points to the possibility that the libraries of the two
law professors, and perhaps some law works in the Columbian College library, provided the study materials for
enrolled law students. The Columbian College building, on the site which became known as "College Hill," was
constructed on a 46.5-acre parcel of former farmland in 1822 (today known as Columbia Heights), and the campus
boundaries were Columbia Road, 14th Street, Boundary Street (now Florida Avenue), and 13th Street. The land had
been purchased for $7,000.
Whether the Law Department maintained a physical presence there is uncertain, and at least one piece of evidence
suggests an arrangement which may not have included establishing a conventional departmental space in the College
Hill building. The March 9, 1826, Prospectus, authored by Professors Cranch and Carroll (see below), states a plan to
"commence a course of lectures on the first Monday in June, ensuing, at the City Hall, in the City of Washington." 11
Indeed, Professor Cranch delivered the first lecture at City Hall according to plan, in the week after the projected start
date; continuing the course of lectures at that location would have been logical, since City Hall now housed the D.C.
courtrooms, and had become the center for legal activity in the District.
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Picture
the City Hall, which housed the District of Columbia courts and officials beginning in 1822, without the
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dome, which never was built. Located at Judiciary Square, City Hall was Justice Cranch's "command center:" he
presided over his court and lectured to students of Columbian College's Law Department in this building.

Not only would this have been a natural locus for law study, it also would have been convenient for Justice
Cranch. His courtroom was in City Hall, and traveling the mostly unpaved uphill three miles to College Hill to lecture
daily, or nearly daily, as called for by the Prospectus, would have been onerous and ultimately impracticable. Like the
D.C. Circuit courts, which "floated" as judges held court in any available venue, including taverns and homes, until
courtrooms were established in the City Hall building in 1822, the Law Department may have been "freeform," consisting of lectures delivered at the City Hall rather than in classrooms on College Hill. Given the
circumstances, it is not a stretch to characterize the "Law Department" as an 1826 version of "virtual." The legalflavored downtown neighborhood where City Hall was built would come to be known as Judiciary Square, home to
federal and municipal courts, and today it continues its role as a key nexus of judicial activity in the District of
Columbia.
One Law Department-related event mandated to take place on College Hill was the public examination of candidates
for the Degrees of Bachelor or Doctor of Laws, before the Board of Trustees, the faculty, and other invitees. Since
this public examination required the presence of key College officials and academics for whom College Hill
was home, the decision to hold the final leg of the journey to law graduate at this location would have been the logical
choice. 12
Whether the school ever collected the library fee of ten dollars per head is unknown, and, given its precarious
financial state and the Law Department’s brief lifespan, it is virtually certain that the College established no
“Law Library” as a separate unit within either the Law Department or the College.

Professors Cranch and Carroll in their "By-Laws and Regulations" had contemplated a "Law Library" (or at least a law
collection), and had considered how to help fund its operation and acquisitions. Their governing document required
that "Each student, before he can receive a ticket of the Professors for admission to the Law Lectures, shall pay ten
dollars to the Treasurer of the College, for the purpose of defraying the expenses of, and increasing the Law Library,
to be expended under the direction of the Professors of Law, for the sole use of the School…." 13 Whether the school
ever collected the library fee of ten dollars per head is unknown, and, given its precarious financial state and the Law
Department's brief lifespan, it is virtually certain that the College established no "Law Library" as a separate unit
within either the Law Department or the College. The more likely scenario for a library accommodation is the one
outlined in the March 9 Prospectus: "The students, until a law library for the school shall be otherwise provided, will
have the use of the libraries of the professors." 14 In the absence of adequate resources in the College library, law
students probably shared the personal legal materials of Professors Carroll and Cranch, and Professor Carroll's
Litchfield notes would have figured prominently among them.
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Another
possibility, more likely than the existence of a dedicated law library and which easily could have co-existed
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with use of the professors' libraries, is that at least some law materials resided in the Columbian College Library,
which in 1825 held 3,034 volumes. Many of these had been purchased in Europe by College professors on a buying
trip and shipped back to the College 15. The College library was located on the second and third floors of the College
Hill building 16. Different sources claim two faculty members had appointments as "Librarian:" Alexis Caswell, later
President of Brown University 17, and the classical and Biblical scholar and tutor Thomas J. Conant 18.
One artifactual piece of evidence which supports the idea of a law collection in the College library is the handinscribed "Columbian College Library" identification on the title page of Samuel Burch's 1823 A Digest of the Laws
of the Corporation of the City of Washington, which is part of the Law Library's collection today. This volume
appears to be one of two known surviving law imprints from the original Columbian College Library. The other is
Colvin's The Magistrate's Guide and Citizens' Counsellor (George Town, D.C., 1819), whose inscription indicates
that it was a gift from the Reverend Luther Rice to the Library of the Columbian College.
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