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Historic 
Preservation

at the VBA

Vice president for collections at the Virginia Historical Society 

E. Lee Shepard, committee Chair Thomas M. Winn III, and 

committee member Victor O. Cardwell find Woodrow Wilson 

in a photograph from the 1897 Summer Meeting at which 

Wilson gave the keynote speech “Leaderless Government.” 



WINTER 2016-2017 •  19

S
everal years ago, I was pe-
rusing a collection of 1930s 
correspondence between 
my great-grandfather, a 

Richmond lawyer, and my grandfa-
ther, who was working in the Foreign 
Service in Glasgow, Scotland. The 
frequent exchange of letters described 
ordinary daily events – trips to market 
and visits with kith and kin. They im-
parted poignant news of love and loss, 
filial pleas, and paternal advice. They 
commented on sweeping societal issues 
facing both sides of the Atlantic – the 
Great Depression and the growing 
menace in Europe’s heartland. How 
easy it would have been for these letters 
to have been cast aside during an office 
or residential move, and how thankful 
I am that they were not.

In one letter, my great-grandfather, 
James Gordon, wrote about attending 
a VBA meeting at “White Sulphur,” 
where he spent time with his friend and 
colleague from Roanoke, Frank Rogers. 
Rogers is a titan in the history of the firm 
where I have spent my career. I discovered 
that Gordon had been president of the 
VBA a short time before Rogers, and that 
they worked together to help establish 
the Virginia State Bar. I was fascinated 
to discover the relationship between 
these two men from different parts of the 
commonwealth, whose lives and work 
would have such a profound impact on 
my own life, work, and profession. These 
letters had made my world much smaller 
and my relationship with these distant 
men, though unknown personally to 
me, much closer.  

I shared some of this VBA-related 
information with my partner, Tom 
Bagby, who was serving as VBA president 
at the time. Tom reproduced copies of 
certain materials for safe-keeping as part 
of the VBA’s archives. Tom’s work in the 
VBA sparked my interest in a greater 
personal involvement and, some time 
later, I was privileged to join the Board 
of Governors. Through working with 
the VBA, I continue to marvel at how 
much smaller my world has become, 
enjoying close relationships with lawyers 
near and far whom I otherwise might 
never have known.

A COMMITTEE FORMED

One of the initiatives of the current 
board under President Jim Guy’s leader-
ship has been securing new office space 
that will better serve the VBA and our 
members. As part of the office initiative, 
Jim asked what would or should become 
of all of the records and art of the VBA 
when we move. What should we keep 
and what should we discard? Jim wanted 
to ensure that the significant art and 
artifacts of the VBA, as well as its vast 
collection of working papers, minutes 
and other historical documents, would 
be preserved for posterity. Jim’s questions 
and concerns resonated with my recent 
experiences with my family archives. 
Jim asked if I would be willing to form 
a committee to review our collection and 
make recommendations to the board on 
how best to ensure appropriate preser-
vation and display of such material in 
connection with the office move. Hence, 
the Committee on Art & Artifacts was 
born in the spring of 2016.  

Our committee consists of two former 
VBA presidents – David Landin and Tom 
Bagby – two legal historians – Hamilton 
Bryson and John Peters – law librarian 
Henry Robb, my loyal friend and partner 

Victor Cardwell, and myself. Yvonne 
McGhee and Brenda Dillard serve as our 
staff liaisons, and their time and assistance 
on this project have been immeasurable.

A MISSION FULFILLED

At the Spring Board of Governors 
meeting, the committee was given the 
following charge:

• Create an inventory 
of historically signifi-
cant items

• Identify items to retain 
and preserve

• Identify items to discard 
(if any)

• Evaluate preservation 
issues and needs

• Evaluate items for dis-
play in our new office 
space

• Devise a plan for ap-
propriate preservation 
and storage of impor-
tant materials.

The committee’s work began in May 
with a small gathering in the VBA offices 
and the auspicious return of the VBA’s 

This recently reconditioned ceremonial gavel was presented to the VBA (then called the Virginia 

State Bar Association) by the West Virginia Bar Association in 1940 to commemorate a special joint 

meeting of the two bars in White Sulphur Springs, West Virginia.
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Thomas M. Winn III, a principal with Woods Rogers PLC, practices labor and employment law from the 
firm’s Roanoke office. He joined the VBA in 1993 and has served on the Board of Governors since 2015. 
Previously, he was a member of the Committee on Federal Judgeships — Western District and served as 
the YLD liaison to the Labor Relations and Employment Law Section Council. Winn is a past chairman 
of the Employment Law Committee of the Virginia Association of Defense Attorneys.

two official gavels, which Jim Guy had 
arranged to be refurbished. We con-
ducted a preliminary tour and review of 
the archives to plan for follow-up office 
visits. Since that time, the committee has 
compiled a comprehensive inventory of 
the VBA’s archives and art. In addition, 
the committee also has taken the oppor-
tunity to dispose of a large quantity of 
out-of-date, duplicative, and unnecessary 
books and papers that we determined 
should neither be preserved nor moved 
to the new office space.  

The VBA’s archives are largely intact 
going back to its formation. The collection 
includes handwritten ledgers dating to the 
first meeting of the VBA in 1888, as well 
as a complete set of Board of Governors 
and Executive Committee minutes sim-
ilarly extending back to formation, and 
full sets of official Reports, VBA Journals, 
and myriad other materials. The collec-
tion boasts an extensive photographic 
history, including group photographs 
from some of the earliest VBA meetings. 
In many cases, the older documents are 
handwritten or typed on onionskin paper 
with handwritten interlineations. Most 
of the earliest documents are originals, 
in loose-leaf binders, and in very fragile 
condition.

PRESERVATION ISSUES 
ALLAYED

Concerned about preservation is-
sues, the committee reached out to Lee 
Shepard, the vice president for collections 
at the Virginia Historical Society. Since 
2000 the VHS has presented topics at 
Legacy Series Luncheons during VBA 
summer and winter meetings. Privately 
funded, the Virginia Historical Society 
holds more than 8.5 million documents 
and artifacts, a significant number by or 
about people who played some role in 
the VBA’s own history.

We provided Shepard with a copy of 
our inventory, and met with him at the 
VBA’s offices to review the collection 
and obtain his professional guidance. 
Lee indicated that the VBA’s collection 
is of important historical significance and 
would be of great interest to the Virginia 
Historical Society either by placing the 
materials on deposit or donating them to 
the society by deed of gift. He indicated 
that the society would be willing to ar-
chive this material, which would ensure 
its proper preservation and establish a 
permanent and complementary collection 
at VHS for research by VBA members or 
members of the public. 

After further discussion, the committee 
concluded that the VBA should donate its 
entire archival collection to the Virginia 
Historical Society with the understand-
ing that the VBA could “borrow” items 
from the collection from time to time for 
display or other purposes. Upon recom-
mendation of the committee at the Fall 
Board of Governors meeting, the board 
unanimously authorized the committee 
to move forward with a deed of gift of its 
archives to the Virginia Historical Society. 
Since that time, the committee has moved 
forward with collecting, cataloging, and 

delivering to the society its archives. 
Our work continues with regard to our 
collection of photographs and how best 
to preserve and display them.

Reaching back into history, the VBA’s 
working papers are written in a manner 
akin to transcripts of proceedings. These 
are living, breathing documents that 
provide the reader with the feeling of 
having been present when our past leaders 
conducted business. The individual voices 
of governors can be heard as topics, both 
mundane and important, are discussed. 
The photographs, some cracked and 
fading, depict members at work and at 
play during meetings and other events 
across the ages. If not preserved, these 
long-ago voices would be silenced, and 
the images relegated to imagination. 
Our committee is extremely grateful to 
the Virginia Historical Society for its 
willingness to help the VBA preserve 
this important history. If you, your firm 
or a family member is in possession of 
material relating to the VBA that you 
would like to see preserved, please contact 
any member of the committee, and we 
would be more than happy to facilitate 
its entry into our official archives with 
the Virginia Historical Society.  ■

Tom Winn finds a photo of his great-grandfather, James Waddell Gordon, in the memorials section of 

the 1952 Proceedings of The Virginia State Bar Association. He holds a VBA membership record card 

from the 1970s and 1980s for his grandfather, James W. Gordon Jr., who became a VBA Life Member 

in 1981. 
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